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This study explored how the epistemologies of elementary teachers guided their 
intentional use of language during literacy instruction. Using a qualitative approach, data were 
gathered through a survey, teacher interviews, observational data, and stimulated recall. The four 
primary participants were chosen due to their alignment with the stance that students are either 
constructors of knowledge or receivers of knowledge. Sociocultural discourse analysis provided 
a way to examine how instructional language is used to frame interactions in the classroom and 
how the language that is used related to the teacher’s epistemology. 
The findings show that the distinctions among the epistemological stances of teachers are 
not a dichotomy, but instead are a continuum. Furthermore, evidence provided examples of how 
individuals can philosophically align with a more sophisticated stance than they demonstrate in 
practice and that teachers have the potential to develop levels of personal epistemology through 
meta-awareness. 
Based on the findings, it is recommended that teachers participate in professional 
development that strengthens their capacity to engage students in deliberation and inquiry 
patterns to extend the dialogue sequence. To prepare future educators, pre-service teachers 
should be assigned to cooperating teachers who have a firm footing in their given curricular area 
and/or grade level and who have been shown through an evaluative tool to have a level of meta-
awareness that allows for professional reflection on the consistency between personal 
epistemology and practice. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
Researchers, government departments, educators, and coalitions have worked over the 
past decade to determine exactly what skills the 21
st
-century learner needs and how to make the 
necessary shifts in education to meet those needs (Johnson, 2009; Partnership for skills, 2011; 
Trilling & Fadel, 2009; Wells & Claxton, 2002). Among these initiatives is the Partnership for 
21st Century Skills, which was founded in 2002 as a coalition of major businesses such as Apple 
Computer and Cisco Systems, educational leaders such as the U.S. Department of Education and 
the National Education Association, and policy makers. The partnership was formed to promote 
21
st
-century  readiness by building awareness of the skills that present-day students need to 
prepare them to be productive citizens in the future (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2011).  
Although the Partnership for 21st Century Skills was founded over a decade ago, the 
common practice of teaching has not changed much in recent history (Partnership for 21
st
 
Century Skills, 2011). The need for 21
st
-century learning skills calls for a reform of instructional 
practices in our schools because research (Mullin, 2011; Wells & Claxton, 2002) has shown that 
the traditional practice of intense training and passive learning does not increase thought and 
knowledge. Instead, students must develop what Wells and Claxton term, “habits of mind” (p. 2) 
through the use of language in a community of learners. The ongoing focus on student 




monologic classroom instruction (Johnston, Woodside-Jiron, & Day, 2000) and allowed for rare 
opportunities for extended dialogue (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Johnston, 2012; Mullin, 2011).  
Just as the needs of present-day learners cannot be met by sitting passively, it is no longer 
enough for the teacher to use passive discourse sequences such as initiation/response/evaluation 
(IRE—Mullin, 2011; Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & Alexander, 2009; Wells & 
Claxton, 2002). Language is not just a vehicle for communication; it is also a method for 
constructing shared understanding and connections among a group of a people. Research has 
shown that collective meanings are made through discourse and shared experience (Bloome, 
Power, Morton, Otto, & Shuart-Paris, 2005; Johnston et al., 2000; Wells & Claxton, 2002). 
According to the Common Core State Standards (National Governors Association Center for 
Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010), opportunities for varied and 
frequent dialogue in the classroom are needed to improve reading achievement and to prepare 
students for college and career. Although such opportunities are rare in classrooms, there is the 
possibility that an awareness of the intentional use of instructional language to promote student 
learning could be built through an increase of discourse research in the elementary classroom 
(Johnston, 2012; Mullin, 2011; Shepherd, 2010, Eeds & Wells, 1989). Such research may 
ultimately lead to the application of effective instructional discourse and prepare students and 
teachers for the 21st-century.  
 
Conceptual Framework 
Three components merge to create a conceptual framework from which this study is 
viewed: sociocultural theory, epistemology, and cooperative learning structures.  The 




primarily on the work of Vygotsky (e.g., Mercer, 2005, 2008, 2010; Nystrand, 2006). 
Vygotsky’s (1978)  sociocultural theory claim that cognitive growth is “more likely when one is 
required to explain, elaborate, or defend one’s position to others, as well as to oneself; striving 
for an explanation often makes a learner integrate and elaborate knowledge in new ways” (p. 
158). Viewing the classroom environment through a sociocultural lens provides an understanding 
of teaching and learning that is not based on isolated exchanges but, instead, is based the 
environment’s influence on the learner (Mercer, 2008). Furthermore, sociocultural discourse 
analysis provides a way for the researcher to examine the relationship between language and 
thinking and the mutual construction of a common knowledge (Mercer, 2005, 2010).  
Encased within sociocultural theory are beliefs about epistemology that frame this study. 
Feucht (2010) explains that Vygotsky’s (1978) work on sociocultural development frames an 
understanding that epistemology is not a static belief but a viewpoint about knowledge and the 
acquisition of knowledge that can grow, develop, and even vary, depending on the content and 
the context. Johnston et al. (2000) argue that a student’s epistemology is less a matter of 
development related to age and more a factor of sociocultural learning influenced by 
instructional practices. Figure 1 outlines how Johnston et al.’s view of how the epistemological 
stance of the teacher is a platform from which instruction is framed and communicated, 









The final components of the conceptual framework of this study are the cooperative 
learning structures that promote the instructionally-rich discourse sequences realized through 
dialogic patterns (Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003). The promotion of intellectual 
growth is best done through collaborative learning structures in which students are allowed to 
work together and help one another think through an activity (Bandura, 1994; Mercer, 2002). 
Furthermore, Vygotsky (1978) claim that “what children can do with the assistance of others 
might be in some sense even more indicative of their mental development than what they can do 
alone” (p. 85). For this reason, using social interactions in the classroom to promote the co-
creation of knowledge develops thought, for as Vygotsky (1986) said, “thought does not express 




Students are receivers of 
knowledge 
Instructional Language used to deliver 
knowledge 
(monological discourse patterns) 
Students are the 
constructors of knowledge 
(sociocultural theory) 
 
Instructional language used to promote 
construction of knowledge 




Problem and Purpose Statements 
According to Johnston et al. (2000), elementary teachers’ epistemological stances affect 
the way they organize instruction and the students’ own epistemological stances. The culture of 
test-driven accountability has caused a return to the traditional classroom cadence: teacher 
question, student response, teacher evaluation (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Johnston, 2012; Mullin, 
2011). This pattern of classroom interaction is often termed IRE (McCrudden, Magliano, & 
Schraw, 2010; Shepherd, 2010). Luke (1992) describes the IRE sequence as "training of the 
mouth" instead of the mind because of the passive way in which students receive content through 
this discourse pattern (p. 126). The submissive answering of close-ended questions that are 
typical of the IRE sequence does not challenge elementary students to think critically or 
creatively and does not engage the students in collaboration. According to Mullin (2011) and 
Murphy et al. (2009), this traditional pattern of classroom discourse cannot meet the needs of 
21
st
-century learners. The 21
st
-century learning skills require creativity, innovation, critical 
thinking, and problem solving rather than merely responding to a simple question with one 
possible correct answer (Johnson, 2009). 
The varied and frequent opportunities for dialogue in the classroom needed for improved 
reading achievement and college and career readiness are rare in classrooms (National Governors 
Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). 
Researchers who have studied elementary classrooms (Black, 2004; Dyson, 2008; Eeds & Wells, 
1989; Hadjioannou, 2007; Jennings & Mills, 2009, Mercer, 2002) have established that the 
deliberate orchestration of complex discourse with young learners promotes productive 




the language they use during elementary literacy instruction (Allington, 2002; Hadjioannou, 
2007), and without the orchestration of authentic discourse, students cannot have opportunities to 
engage in the challenges inherent to problem solving and collective thinking.  
There has been extensive research on discourse in the elementary setting (e.g., Allington 
& Johnston, 2000; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hadjioannou, 2007; McElhone, 2009, 2012; Turner, 
1995). Mercer (2005) analyzed the discourse associated with teacher-student dialogue and 
generated a list of the instructional language frequently used by teachers; however nowhere in 
the reviewed research is there a comprehensive list of the effective types of instructional 
language in the elementary setting. The purpose of this study is to examine how the 
epistemological stances of elementary teachers guide the intentional use of language during 
literacy instruction.  
 
Research Questions 
This study was guided by the following research questions:  
1. How are epistemological stances reflected in the instructional language used by 
elementary teachers during literacy instruction? 
2. How do elementary teachers use discourse patterns during literacy instruction in the 
elementary setting? 
3.  How do elementary teachers describe the instructional language and intended 






Significance of Study 
A body of research (e.g., Chinn, Anderson, & Waggoner, 2001; Murphy et al., 2009; 
Nystrand, et al., 2003; Soter et al., 2008; Zimmerman, 1990) has illuminated patterns of 
discourse that allow for collaborative reasoning discussions, and active inquiry suggests greater 
intellectual productivity, student reading achievement, motivation, engagement, and reasoning. 
Furthermore, Jennings and Mills (2009) found that the teacher's discourse is critical in 
supporting and extending student learning during elementary instruction, yet few studies have 
linked the epistemological stance of the teacher with the intentional use of teacher language to 
frame interactions in the elementary classroom during literacy instruction. Tirri, Husu, and 
Kansanen (1999) stress the significance of investigating the relationship between teachers’ 
thinking and the language that teachers use in the classroom setting.   
Mercer (2005) argues that the study of effective discourse in the elementary setting has 
great implications for the field of education and beyond. It is imperative that the language that 
teachers use with students is purposeful in its aim to create an environment in which teaching is 
not separated from learning and all members of the classroom culture work together to construct 
understanding. Although this study looks specifically at literacy instruction in the elementary 
classroom, the findings of this study could benefit teachers and students at all levels through  an 
increased awareness of the intentional use of effective language to create collective 






 In order to clarify terms used within the context of this study, the following definitions 
are provided.  
Authentic discussions/discourse: Student-student or teacher-student discussions that are 
organically generated in the learning environment with no predetermined conclusion during 
which participants have opportunities to make contributions, often building on the comments of 
others (Hadjioannou, 2007).   
Conceptual press discourse: A method of responding to student ideas by leading students 
further and deeper along the lines of their own thinking through methods such as pressing 
students to elaborate on their thinking, support their ideas, and provide examples (McElhone, 
2009, 2012) 
Deliberation: An exchange in which students are invited to share their opinions and 
perspectives and allow other students to challenge those opinions (Mercer, 2008; Soter et al., 
2008).  
Discourse: A type of specific talk, words, and/or expressions created over time among 
people with a common context or interest (e.g., Gee, 1990, 1996; Holquist, 1981). 
Effective language: For the purpose of this study, the interactions used during literacy 
instruction with elementary students that research has shown to promote growth in reading. This 
growth may be determined through criteria such as reading achievement, student motivation, or 
reasoning (McElhone, 2009, 2012; Mercer, 2002; Mullin, 2011; Murphy et al., 2009; Soter et al., 




Epistemological stance: Beliefs about knowledge and knowledge acquisition (Schraw & 
Olafson, 2008). Johnston et al. (2000) identify two distinct epistemological stances—students are 
the constructors of knowledge or students are the receivers of knowledge—literature on personal 
epistemology describes the developmental model as a progression of levels, including absolutist, 
multiplist, and evaluativist (Ahola, 2009; Feucht, 2010). 
Instructional language: Classroom talk, including student-student and teacher-student 
interactions (e.g., Allington, 2002; Allington & Johnston, 2000; Boyd & Rubin, 2006; 
Hadjioannou, 2007; Johnston, 2004; Murphy et al., 2009; Oliveira, 2008).  
Meta-awareness: A concept that Mercer (2002) contends promotes an awareness of both 
the instructional language being used and the intended outcome of instruction.  
Non-evaluative feedback: A response to student learning that does not assess the 
comments or products made by the student but instead focuses on the process of thinking and 
provides corrective responses or questions or statements that encourages the elaboration of 
thinking (Allington & Johnston, 2000; Oliveira, 2008). 
 
Methodology 
This study employed a qualitative approach with an ethnographic perspective. Four types 
of data-collection techniques and instruments were used, including survey, teacher interviews, 
observational data, and stimulated recall. The initial population of participants included all of the 
elementary teachers who taught literacy in the Welton School District. The initial population was 
narrowed through a stratified purposeful sampling process that began with participants who 
indicated on the survey that they were willing to participate further in the study. Through 




education teachers who were willing to participate and who taught in the two schools in which I 
was not an evaluator. All nine were asked to schedule interviews, but only eight responded. Of 
the eight teachers who were interviewed, four teachers were selected as the primary participants 
of the study based on their responses to the survey and interview questions (two who made 
comments that aligned themselves with the stance that students are constructors of knowledge 
and two who aligned themselves with the stance that students are the receivers of knowledge). In 
addition to the teacher participants, a convenience sample of students was used, comprised of 
students assigned to the classrooms of the focal teachers. 
The data analysis for this study was comprised of two main components. The survey and 
interviews served as stages of sampling and provided a glance into the epistemological stances of 
the elementary teachers and how they described the instructional language and intended 
outcomes of the language they used during literacy instruction. Data collected during the 
observations and the stimulated recall sessions were transcribed and analyzed to show how the 
epistemological stances of the teachers were reflected in their instructional language and how 
they used effective discourse patterns during literacy instruction in the elementary setting. 
 
Organization of Study 
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 presents the introduction and 
rationale for the study. It also includes the conceptual framework through which the study of 
instructional language was viewed, a statement of the problem, research questions, definitions of 
key terms, and the study’s significance. Chapter 2 provides a review of literature related to the 
topic of effective instructional language and how the epistemological stance of the teacher was 




Chapter 3 focuses on the methods, approaches, and tools used for this research study. The data 
collected from observations of teacher-student interactions and student-student interactions, 
teacher interviews, and focus groups are discussed in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 includes the 
implications of the findings; recommendations for pre-service teacher education, elementary 
literacy teachers, administrators, and those who provide professional development for elementary 
educators; limitations of the study; suggestions for future research; and the conclusion. 






Every day, teachers make a multitude of decisions about the language they use with their 
students, and Tirri et al. (1999) contend that “there is much to be learned from investigating 
teacher talk and examining how the justifications are presented in, or can be interpreted from, 
teacher’s thinking” (p. 911). Studies of exemplary teaching that have examined classroom talk 
have shown that the language a teacher uses can support active strategic learning and promote 
productive  exchanges through which students can construct meaning (Black, 2004; Dyson, 
2008; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hadjioannou, 2007; Jennings & Mills, 2009; Wilkinson & Silliman, 
2000).  Mercer (2005, 2010) contends that students need to be engaged in certain types of 
interactions and instructional strategies for talk to have a beneficial effect on their understanding 
and reasoning. Teachers’ language choices that are strategic and intentional can build a climate 
of trust, allowing students to take the risks necessary to learn and creating classrooms that 
promote authentic discussions.  
My study sought to examine how a teacher’s epistemological stance framed the 
intentional use of instructional language in the elementary classroom during literacy instruction. 
Through a survey, teacher interviews, and classroom observations, I took into consideration the 
teachers’ epistemological stances and how those teachers framed the interactions that occurred 




as I looked for the practical application of the language structures that, through empirical 
research, had been determined to be effective.   
 
Organization Statement 
Three major themes emerged upon review of the literature related to the language used to 
frame interactions during literacy instruction in the elementary classroom: the epistemological 
stance of the teacher, the use of effective discourse patterns during literacy instruction, and the 
intended outcomes of the instructional language used during literacy instruction through 
cooperative learning structures.  The epistemological stance was examined as a part of the 
conceptual framework through which the study is viewed. The discussion of effective discourse 
patterns has been outlined and guides the discussion of the implications for instructional 
language in the elementary setting. The intentional use of the effective discourse patterns was 
explored through Mercer’s (2002) “meta-awareness” (p. 8). 
 
Conceptual Framework 
The overarching construct for this study is sociocultural theory, which originated with 
Vygotsky’s (1978) assertion that meaning is made through social interactions. Through the 
scaffolding of lessons and the social interactions students have with one another, students 
construct their understanding, allowing it to become their own. This co-constructed 
understanding is not just limited to the content of the curriculum; the sociocultural context of the 
classroom also guides the students’ beliefs about learning and knowledge itself.  The 
sociocultural theory, epistemology and cooperative learning structures work together to create 




personal epistemology of the teacher, which influences how teacher-student and student-student 
interactions are framed in that setting. Through cooperative learning structures that encourage 
dialogue, debate, and the exchange of ideas, the development of the personal epistemologies of 
elementary students is fostered (Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002). Schommer-Aikins (2002) asserts that 
the epistemic development of elementary students is vital to their understanding of the learning 
process. Students who believe that cognitive ability is a fixed trait are likely to “display helpless 
behavior in the face of a difficult academic task” (p. 104). In contrast, students who believe that 
cognitive ability can grow are likely to persevere through learning challenges and try alternative 




Since Vygotsky (1978) revealed that children grow and learn through the process of 
social interactions, many empirical qualitative studies conducted in elementary classrooms (e.g., 
Dyson, 2008; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Jennings & Mills, 2009; Mercer, 2008) have supported that 
children use their social context combined with their experiences to make meaning actively as 
they use language. Students use teacher and peer modeling to scaffold their learning (Turner, 
1995; Turner & Paris, 1995), to create new understanding, and to refine the language they use to 
communicate (Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). According to Danielson (2007), to be considered to 
be performing at a “distinguished” (p. 41) level, the teacher allows students to formulate 
questions, initiate topics, and make unsolicited contributions. An example of how the co-
construction of understanding may be facilitated can be observed during the elementary writing 




students’ understanding of writing strategies and allowing the craft of writing to be synthesized 
into a common knowledge (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2012).  
A key tenet of this study is that the presence, or absence, of opportunities for constructing 
knowledge has the potential to shape students’ construction of knowledge and learning (Johnston 
et al., 2000). These opportunities for the construction of knowledge are framed through teachers’ 
language choices that are strategic and intentional, a phenomenon Wertsch (1993) describes as 
“mental action” (p. 15). In this process of mental action, language functions as a cultural tool that 
helps children build new relationships with their environments, allowing for new actions or 
behaviors to develop into intellect (Wertsch, 1993; Vygotsky, 1978). An extension of this 
process is what Wertsch considers the basic goal of the sociocultural theoretical framework: to 
“create an account of human mental processes that recognizes the essential relationship between 
these processes and their cultural, historical, and institutional settings” (p. 6). It is this 
relationship between mental action and the context in which they are framed that provides the 
connection between the sociocultural theoretical framework and the conceptual framework of 
this study.  
 
Epistemology 
The construct of personal epistemology is most frequently viewed as either a 
“developmental process or as a system of beliefs” (Ahola, 2009, p. 184) related to knowledge 
and the process of acquiring knowledge (Schraw & Olafson, 2008). Wertsch (1993) asserts that a 
teacher’s understanding about knowledge and thinking about teaching are not isolated from 
practice but become the mental processes engaged in the teaching practice. Consistent with 




understanding, including epistemic understandings, are jointly created (e.g.,, Feucht, 2010; 
Johnston, 2012; Mercer, 2010; Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). Therefore, this study looks at 
epistemology not as a static belief but as a viewpoint about knowledge and the acquisition of 
knowledge that can grow, develop, and even vary, depending on the content and the context.  
Epistemological stance is better considered through frequency distributions than as a 
polarity or continuum (Schommer-Aikins, 2002), but the literature on personal epistemology 
describes the developmental model as a progression of levels, including absolutist, multiplist, 
and evaluativist (Ahola, 2009; Feucht, 2010). At the most simplistic level, absolutist (also called 
realist) knowledge is viewed as objective. At this level, the learning objectives for students 
involve the acquisition of knowledge from the teacher in a passive manner and only one 
conclusion about any given concept can possibly be correct. (Ahola, 2009; Feucht, 2010).  At the 
multiplist (also called constructivist) level, the learning objective for students is to construct their 
own personal understanding of the content and each conclusion that is drawn by students is 
considered to be equally correct (Feucht. 2010). At the most sophisticated level, evaluativist, the 
objectivity of the absolutist level and the constructivism of the multiplist level are synthesized. 
The objective at the absolutist level is not to consider each opinion as correct but to allow the 
learners’ assertions to be evaluated and judged (Ahola, 2009). Teachers at this developmental 
level promote learning activities in which knowledge is co-constructed and knowledge is 
considered to be dependent on the context in which it is created (Feucht, 2010).  
Some researchers stress that epistemological development occurs through consistent 
learning environments, while others believe they are developed through the immediate context 
(Feucht, 2010). Feucht notes that consistency on the epistemic developmental levels increases 




alignment of their practice with one particular epistemological stance. On the other hand, 
teachers with more advanced epistemological stances are more open to educational reform and 
changes to classroom practice (Feucht).  
Although Feucht (2010) recognizes that epistemic developmental levels of elementary 
school children are diverse, most literature looking at the relationship of epistemology between 
teachers and students suggests a one-directional influence from teacher to student. (Feucht, 2010; 
Hofer, 2004; Johnston, et al., 2000; Oliveira, 2008; Schommer-Aikins, 2002). Kuhn and 
Weinstock (2002) assert that the epistemological development of elementary students can be 
promoted through opportunities to discuss and deliberate ideas in an environment in which such 
activities are valued. A framework that allows students to share their thinking through discussion 
promotes the co-construction of knowledge and the development of the epistemological stance of 
the students (Johnston, et al.; Kuhn & Weinstock; Mercer, 2002). In contrast, an asymmetrical 
power structure between students and teachers is employed at the absolutist level and the 
development of the students’ epistemological stance is stunted (Feucht, 2010; Hofer, 2004; 
Johnston, 2004; Oliveira, 2008). For this reason, the epistemic development of teachers is a 
precursor to the intentional and strategic choices made about instructional language. 
Johnston et al. (2000) studied the link between epistemological stance and the discourse 
patterns of teachers. Their research shows that in practice teachers at the absolutist level tend to 
use monological discourse patterns, and teachers at the multiplist level tend to use dialogical 
discourse patterns.  The distinction between monologic and dialogic discourse was 
conceptualized by Bakhtin (1981), who explained that monologic discourse is exemplified in a 
controlled classroom environment in which the students demonstrate knowledge through recall 




classroom community expand and transform each other’s thinking through discussion (Nystrand 
et al., 2003). According to Nystrand et al., Bakhtin condemned the ubiquitous asymmetrical 
framework of classroom discussion in which the teacher was the authority and students received 
knowledge and official answers. Bakhtin asserts that the asymmetrical framework is 
unproductive, but research done by Nystrand et al. has shown that the instructionally rich 
discourse sequences realized through dialogic patterns contribute to student achievement.   
Ahola (2009) asserts that personal epistemology is complex and therefore difficult to 
assess. Complicating matters even further is Hofer’s (2004) finding that teachers’ practices may 
contradict their own epistemic beliefs. Therefore, an in-depth assessment of the participants’ 
personal epistemologies is beyond the scope of this study. However, due to the proven influence 
that a teacher’s epistemological stance can have on the epistemic climate and the students’ 
epistemic development, the epistemological stance of the participants was explored at various 
points in the current study. Taking the teachers’ epistemological stances into consideration 
illuminates instructional choices in relation to the language used during literacy instruction as 
well as how the epistemological stances of the elementary teachers guided these choices.   
 
Cooperative Learning Structures  
Teachers’ epistemological stances in relation to the nature of knowing guide how they 
engage in the process of knowing in the classroom (Schraw & Olafson, 2008; Tirri et al., 1999). 
An elementary teacher whose nature of knowing lies in the belief that students construct 
knowledge is likely to provide students with cooperative learning structures, creating 




knowledge. These bridges in learning are set on the foundational belief that knowledge is built 
collectively (Windschitl, 2000).  
According to Mercer (2002), the work of most researchers who study instructional 
language focuses on building the comprehension and achievement of an individual student; 
however, he argues that the focus of education should be on the goal of teaching the individual 
child how to use language in a way that allows him/her to contribute effectively to the collective 
thinking of the group, a concept Mercer has termed "interthinking" (p. 20). Mercer (2002, 2005, 
2008) emphasizes building the collective knowledge of all members of the classroom community 
and describes the shared understanding that is developed through classroom discourse as the 
“Intermental Development Zone" (p. 6). The Intermental Development Zone is a framework that 
evolves and expands as the students and teachers share their thinking through discussion. 
Through cooperative learning structures, the epistemological stance of the elementary literacy 
classroom is established as one in which students are the constructors of knowledge rather than 
the receivers of knowledge (Johnston et al., 2000; Mercer, 2002).  
The effectiveness of the collaborative structure was also documented by Webb et al. 
(2009), who asserted that current research leaves little uncertainty about the potential of 
collaborative group work to promote student learning.  By establishing cooperative learning 
structures in the classroom, students are provided with opportunities to construct bridges 
between individual strengths and content knowledge (Windschitl, 2000). Black (2004) suggests 
that current practice in the elementary classroom setting provides less focus on using language as 
a tool for cooperative learning than on using language that demonstrates appropriate behavior.  
Another structure for cooperative learning in the elementary classroom is deliberation. 




to share their opinions and perspectives while allowing other students to challenge those 
opinions. This definition combines what Soter et al. (2008) term the “critical-analytical stance” 
(p. 375) with concepts from Mercer’s (2000) definition of “exploratory talk” (p. 98). During a 
deliberation pattern, students are taught how to disagree respectfully without engaging in 
disputational talk, an episode in which the students disagree without attempts to understand or 
offer constructive comments (Mercer, 2005, 2008). An example of deliberation in the elementary 
classroom may occur during a shared writing experience in which the students are “engaged in a 
lively negotiation” (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2012, p. 5). During 
this collaborative structure, students contribute their ideas and together write a composition 
through the process of negotiation over which ideas will be used and/or adapted. 
Consistent with sociocultural theory, which values the co-construction of knowledge, 
Nystrand (2006) argues, “meaning is realized only in the process of active, responsive 
understanding” (p. 400) and cannot be effective when the discourse sequences are short and 
predetermined. Nystrand also asserts that classroom discourse develops the literacy skills of 
students as well as establishes classroom epistemology. He credits the epistemic climate of the 
classroom with the types of questions that are asked, the feedback that is provided, and how 
instruction is structured.  The epistemic development—what Johnston et al. (2000) refer to as the 
“literate epistemologies” (p. 1) or what Gee (1996) calls “social epistemologies” (p. 59)—can be 
promoted through cooperative learning structures. Sociocultural theory, beliefs about 
epistemology, and the pedagogical practice cooperative learning intertwine to create the 






At the conclusion of her research in the late 1970s, Durkin (1978) found that a 
fundamental question had been raised by her observations of comprehension instruction in 
elementary classrooms; she was left wondering if “comprehension is teachable” (pp. 526-527). 
Since that time, much knowledge has been gained regarding explicit teaching through 
sociocultural methodologies (e.g., Mayer, 2012). An example of the type of learning that 
develops through student interaction is provided by Soter et al. (2008), who proposed that 
discourse features can provide an indication of students' high-level comprehension. Features that 
produce what Soter et al. call “productive discussions” (p. 389) include exchanges that are 
guided but not dominated by the teacher, extended discourse sequences, authentic questions, and 
high levels of student engagement. 
Dweck (2006) contends that providing language that empowers the student to embrace 
the challenges inherent to learning can enhance student growth, self-efficacy, and motivation. 
Considering elementary students’ growth in literacy, researchers have looked at a variety of 
learning behaviors, including student reading achievement (e.g., McElhone, 2009; Mullin, 2011), 
motivation (e.g., Mercer, 2002; Zimmerman, 1990), and reasoning (e.g., Murphy et al., 2009; 
Soter et al., 2008). A synthesis of studies of elementary classrooms (e.g., Allington & Johnston, 
2000; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hadjioannou, 2007; McElhone, 2009; Turner, 1995) reveals that 
effective instructional language includes educational approaches such as modeling, deliberation, 
inquiry-based instruction, conceptual press discourse, and non-evaluative feedback.  
Observations of instruction in elementary settings have shown that learning involving 




talk (Oliveira, 2008; Turner, 1995; Turner & Paris, 1995). Modeling can also be used to teach 
effective ways of using language, such as deliberation (Allington & Johnston, 2000; Mercer, 
2010; Soter et al., 2008). Deliberation with and among students promotes complex discourse 
patterns in which the students can problem-solve and construct meaning (Eeds & Wells, 1989; 
Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). Furthermore, classroom discourse research shows evidence of 
deliberation as an effective language structure in relation to self-efficacy, intellectual 
productivity, critical reasoning, and motivation (Chinn et al., 2001; Hadjioannou, 2007).  
The remaining effective instructional approaches can be potentially linked together even 
within the same discourse sequence. Through inquiry-based instruction, teachers can model how 
to ask high-quality questions, eventually allowing students to formulate their own questions, and 
promote extended discourse sequences through conceptual press (Allington & Johnston, 2000; 
Danielson, 2007; Jennings & Mills, 2009; McElhone, 2012; Nystrand et al., 2003).  McElhone 
describes conceptual press discourse as a method of responding to student ideas by leading 
students further and deeper along the lines of their own thinking. Teachers are encouraged to 
press students by asking them to elaborate on their thinking, support their ideas, and provide 
examples. McElhone asserts that doing so “can allow students to drive classroom discussions and 
to experience autonomy as thinkers” (p. 530). It is easy to imagine that an effective instructional 
exchange may end with teacher feedback. In order to be effective, it is important the feedback 
provided be non-evaluative, specific, and positive. The feedback a teacher gives a student should 
emphasize the learning process and not the student and be intended to “guide students on 





Although studies show the effectiveness of educational approaches such as modeling, 
deliberation, inquiry-based instruction, conceptual press discourse, and non-evaluative feedback,  
they also show that teachers are not intentional about the language they use and authentic 
discussions and deliberation seem to be rare in classrooms (Allington, 2012; Hadjioannou, 2007; 
Nystrand et al., 2003). Without orchestration of authentic discourse, students cannot have 
opportunities to engage in the challenges inherent to problem-solving and thinking collectively.  
 
Scaffolds to Discourse Structures and Thinking through Modeling 
Creating a scaffold of language-based learning begins with the instructional language 
used by teachers. Through both modeling for and engaging with students, the teacher creates a 
classroom culture that promotes the use of language (Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). The teachers’ 
use of language in the classroom has a significant effect on how students evaluate and use talk 
for their own learning. Teachers should not only model effective ways of using language, but 
they should explicitly teach it to and expect it from their students (Allington & Johnston, 2000; 
Mercer, 2010; Soter et al., 2008). 
Allington and Johnston (2000) suggest that students as well as teachers can act as models 
to provide demonstrations of how “literate people think as they read and write – including errors 
and self-corrections” (p. 15). Allington and Johnston contend that teachers and students should 
model in a way that accepts the demonstrator’s errors as a part of the learning process. Keeping 
with the ideal of a symmetrical framework of classroom discussion, the willingness to model in a 
way that accepts the demonstrator’s errors as a part of the learning process keeps the teacher 
from the sole position of authority and allows students the opportunity to problem-solve 




technology during a lesson and turns to the students to ask them to help her problem-solve. As 
mentioned earlier, the epistemological development of elementary students can be promoted 
through opportunities to discuss and deliberate ideas in an environment in which such activities 
are valued (Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002). Therefore, when teachers model errors and self-
corrections, the epistemological stance of the student may shift. Furthermore, student-led 
modeling and other types of dialogue used for student-centered instruction motivate students and 
improve their self-efficacy (Mercer, 2008).   
 
Collective Engagement and Reasoning through Deliberation  
Another structure for cooperative learning is deliberation. For the purpose of this study, 
deliberation has been defined as an exchange in which students are invited to share their opinions 
and perspectives and other students are allowed to challenge those opinions. This definition 
combines what Soter et al. (2008) termed the “critical-analytical stance” (p. 375) with concepts 
from Mercer’s (2000) definition of “exploratory talk” (p. 98).  
Deliberation promotes the type of complex discourse patterns that affect comprehension. 
In the traditional mode of communication, such as the IRE pattern (which is explored in greater 
detail in the next section of this chapter), student responses are purposefully kept short to control 
the content (Shepherd, 2010). In contrast, deliberation with and among students promotes 
constructive exchanges in which the student can problem solve and construct meaning without 
perpetuating the traditional framework of teacher-student interaction in which the teacher does 
the majority of the talking (Eeds & Wells, 1989; Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). Classroom 
deliberation can be encouraged through inviting students to offer relevant background 




text in order to think more deeply and dwell on ideas. When the instructional framework of a 
classroom embraces authentic discussions instead of IRE sequences, there are more opportunities 
for students to consider the viewpoints of others and for the teacher to “trust in the students' 
ability and their willingness to think and learn” (Hadjioannou, 2007, p. 394). 
 
Extending the IRE Sequence through Inquiry-Based Instruction 
The most common discourse pattern in the classroom is the IRE sequence; in fact, Mayer 
(2012) claims that this sequence accounts for “over two-thirds of the talk in classrooms” (p. 50). 
Although researchers such as Eeds and Wells (1989) and Johnston (2012) criticize the triadic 
sequence as being overused and too restrictive of student thinking, especially when the initiation 
is in the form of a closed-ended question, there are viable ways to enrich this ubiquitous pattern 
of classroom discourse.  
Boyd and Rubin (2006) recognize the instructional possibilities in a question/answer 
sequence that is executed with just a slight variation from the stunted IRE. Instead of teachers’ 
lines of questioning that elicit only truncated responses from the students, teachers should 
respond to students’ answers with expanded ideas, with additional questions, or by recapping 
ideas. Boyd and Rubin explore the value of contingent questions, stating that follow-up lines of 
questioning value students’ thinking and provide a scaffold for understanding and maintain high 
expectations. 
Other ways in which skilled teachers can expand IRE patterns include asking high-quality 
questions, allowing students to formulate their own questions, and allowing ample time to 
respond to both the teacher’s questions and to questions generated by other students (Allington & 




model of inquiry, authentic questions promote longer student interactions, often leading to 
higher-level thinking (Soter et al., 2008). Mercer (2002) further validates the IRE inquiry 
sequence by suggesting that questions should be used less as a means of interrogation and more 
as a means of informal formative assessment that helps to guide the path of learning. 
 
Encouraging Deeper Thinking through Extended Dialogue Sequences 
Closely related to language structures that elaborate on the question/answer sequence is 
conceptual press discourse, a concept explored by McElhone (2009). McElhone describes 
conceptual press discourse as a method of responding to student ideas by leading students further 
and deeper along the lines of their own thinking. She encourages teachers to press students to 
elaborate on their thinking, support their ideas, and provide examples. McElhone emphasizes 
that it is important not to make students’ tasks easier during the process in ways such as giving 
hints, narrowing questions, or gathering up student responses without examining them. She 
found that the more the teachers made the students’ tasks easier in these ways, “the lower 
students scored on a standardized reading comprehension tests, and the lower they rated their 
enjoyment of reading and the degree to which they think strategically as they read" (p. 209).  
Although conceptual press discourse focuses on teacher-led interactions, a similar 
method of student-led discourse is exploratory talk (Mercer, 2000, 2005). Mercer defines 
exploratory talk as a type of discourse in which peers engage with each other by providing 
purposeful feedback. It could consist of a variety of complex discourse patterns, including 
providing information for the consideration of the group, challenging proposed ideas, explaining 
reasoning, and arriving at consensus through a joint process (Mercer, 2000). Simply stated, 




language. Mercer found that students involved in exploratory talk were more successful on an 
assessment of non-verbal reasoning than those who were not. 
 
Evaluating the Learning Process through Specific and Positive Feedback 
For students’ classroom experiences to remain positive, teachers' responses to learning 
must be non-evaluative. Generic praise leads students to think in terms of fixed traits and 
abilities, encouraging the idea that struggle is an indicator of inability instead of an opportunity 
to learn (Cimpian, Arce, Markman, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck, 2006; Johnston, 2012). 
Specific and positive feedback is intended to “guide students in learning how to evaluate the 
creation of a shared perspective” (Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000, p. 346). The feedback a teacher 
gives a student should be process-oriented, not person-oriented. In other words, the teacher 
should emphasize the growth that the student is making through the learning process and not the 
student personally. Table 1 provides a few examples of the differences between generic, 
evaluative praise and specific, non-evaluative feedback. Providing feedback in this way can also 
serve as a model for students to provide feedback to one another, thereby expanding the 
effectiveness of the instructional language through student-student interactions (Johnston; 






Examples of Praise vs. Feedback 
Generic, Evaluative Praise Specific, Non-evaluative Feedback 
Good job! You know five more letters than you did last 
week! 
I like how you thought of that. You explained your thinking in a way that 
helped me to better visualize the character.  
I’m proud of you. How does it feel to have increased your 
reading to 15 more words a minute? 
That was easy. You found a good way to do it; could you 
think of other ways that would work? 
 
 
Teachers' responses to student participation during classroom discourse are an important 
aspect of instruction that can support achievement and engagement (McElhone, 2009). Allington 
(2002) suggests that teacher language should be explicit and intentional and should be crafted in 
response to the exhibited student learning behaviors. In using such language, the teacher may be 
able to accommodate the diverse needs of the individual and the social context of the classroom. 
Allington and Johnston (2000) note that the teachers rarely responded to students’ attempts with 
entirely negative language. Instead teachers found what was productive about a student’s 
response, supported the “partially correct, turned attention to the process, and encouraged further 
thinking or reflection, even about a ‘correct’ answer” (p. 14).  
 
An Argument for the Inability to Affect Student Growth 
Despite Fisher and Larkin’s (2008) assertions that no instructional model would be able 
to increase the effectiveness of classroom interaction, all other literature reviewed for this study 
acknowledges the potential influence that classroom discourse has on student achievement. In 




observations, the micro-ethnographic study by Oliveira (2008), and the extensive meta-analysis 
by Soter et al. (2008) all found that intentional language based on pedagogical goals actually 
does have a positive influence on student learning. In fact, they found that a classroom that 
allows for instructional conversations can serve a central role for supporting active strategic-
learning, affecting what students are likely to learn and how they learn it (Nystrand et al., 2003). 
As indicated throughout this review of the existing literature, skilled teachers can enliven the 
learning experience and promote growth by asking high-quality questions, by elaborating on 
student responses, and by providing specific and non-evaluative feedback.   
 
Summary of Interactions in the Elementary Classroom 
The creation of a learning environment conducive to the development of cognitive skills 
is facilitated by the teacher through the language used during instruction. Johnston (2012) 
explains that students can learn how to think together through the collective sharing of 
knowledge, which, in turn, improves the ability for individual students to think independently.  It 
is imperative that the language used with students is purposeful and aims to create an 
environment in which teaching is not separated from learning and all members of the classroom 
culture work together to construct understanding. Studies of instructional language in the 
elementary setting have established that approaches such as modeling, deliberation, inquiry-
based instruction, conceptual press discourse, and non-evaluative feedback have been attributed 
to growth in student achievement, motivation, and reasoning.  
The effective strategies explored in this chapter may be used in isolation or in 
conjunction with one another. For example a session of teacher modeling may be followed by 




teacher talk function best when combined with student-student interaction (Mercer, 2002). 
Furthermore, student-led modeling and other types of dialogue used for student-centered 
instruction motivate students and improve their self-efficacy (Mercer, 2008).   
Two other effective language structures that work well in conjunction with one another 
are inquiry-based instruction and conceptual press discourse. There is a natural progression from 
a teacher-led inquiry pattern to conceptual press discourse sequence. Mercer (2002) found that 
effective teachers restate or extend the answers and contributions made by students to benefit the 
understanding of other students. Through this process, teachers draw students into a co-creation 
of knowledge. The extension of reciprocal exchange patterns can be facilitated by the teacher 
through further questioning, discussing, understanding, and/or applying. As suggested by 
McElhone (2009, 2012), the teacher should press the students to expand on ideas rather than 
allow the line of thinking to be simplified or the task made easier. By combining inquiry-based 
learning with conceptual press discourse, the traditional model of the IRE pattern could evolve 
into a sequence that guides students to deeper levels of understanding (McElhone, 2009). An 
example of this combination of discourse patterns could begin with a typical closed-ended 
inquiry such as “What genre is this book?” However, after the student’s answer is given, instead 
of using an evaluation such as “good” to end the triadic sequence, the teacher should use 
conceptual press discourse to provide opportunities to demonstrate deeper understanding, such as 
“How did you know?”  
The final effective use of teacher language explored in this chapter is not likely to be used 
in isolation because positive and specific teacher feedback should be a part of any teacher-
student interaction. To be truly effective, the feedback should focus on the process of learning 




instructional language can be expanded through student-student interactions by teaching students 
how to provide feedback to one another (Johnston, 2012).  
Although research conducted in elementary classrooms has shown the types of 
instructional language explored in this chapter to be effective, as  Mercer (2005) points out, to 
truly evaluate the use of language in classrooms, what the “intended educational purpose might 
be” must be considered (p. 145). These principles could be equally ineffective if delivered 
without intention or without a predetermined purpose.   
 
Intentional Use of Instructional Language 
Whether it is purposeful or general praise, open-ended or rhetorical questions, explicit or 
indirect language, teachers make a multitude of decisions about the language they use with their 
students every day. Choices that are strategic and intentional can build a climate of trust, 
allowing students to take the risks that are necessary to learn. Studies of exemplary teaching have 
examined classroom talk and have shown that the language a teacher uses during instruction can 
have a greater impact on learning than any other instructional tool (Allington & Johnston, 2000; 
Boyd & Rubin, 2006; Hadjioannou, 2007; Johnston, 2004). To maximize the effectiveness of 
instructional language, teachers should engage in meta-awareness, which promotes an awareness 
of both the instructional language being used and the purpose of using that language (Mercer, 
2002).  The process of meta-awareness is as simple as it is complex and involves professional 
reflection that the Danielson Framework breaks down into two components, an assessment of the 
effectiveness of a lesson and a plan for future teaching. According to the Danielson Framework, 




lesson met its goals and then planning specific alternative actions to better meet those goals in 
future teaching experiences.  
Using language effectively is not just a matter of receiving knowledge from the teacher; 
students must have the ability to communicate in the unique classroom culture (Black, 2004; 
Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). The expectations of how information is communicated are often 
set by the teacher and based on sociocultural parameters designed to manage the students’ 
behavior rather than established for pedagogic reasons (Fisher & Larkin, 2008). Although these 
expectations are often not taught explicitly, students must be able to adapt to the expectations of 
a given teacher to demonstrate knowledge and learning. The ability to demonstrate 
understanding is neither an innate skill nor likely to be taught outside of the instructional setting, 
yet if students are unable to communicate understanding, the teacher’s perceptions of their 
achievement will be affected (Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). Teachers who engage in meta-
awareness are more likely to shift the focus of the instructional language from teaching to 
learning.  
Some literature (e.g.,, Cimpian et al., 2007; Dweck, 2006; Hadjioannou, 2007; Johnston, 
2012) argues that even subtle differences in language can influence students’ perception of their 
abilities and their motivation to achieve. Johnston (2012) refers to a study during which the 
researchers used the sentence, “You must have worked hard.” (p. 12) with one group of fifth 
graders and the sentence, “You must be smart.” (p. 12) with another group of fifth graders when 
reviewing the students’ performance on a task. The researchers found that the students who were 
told that they must have worked hard were more likely to attempt more challenging work, 




Despite the compelling evidence provided by researchers such as Johnston (2012) and 
Dweck (2006), a word of caution must be noted when looking at discourse patterns in the 
classroom environment. Mercer (2008) and Nystrand et al. (2003) reasoned that it is necessary to 
look at discourse over a period of time. Nystrand et al. proposed that it is only through extended 
dialogue that it is possible to “identify pedagogically rich sequences of teacher-student 
interactions” (p. 136). Both studies argued that an isolated exchange could not inform 
pedagogical functions because that one exchange is just part of a history of discourse that has 
occurred. Mercer states that it is not sufficient to analyze discourse patterns in isolation, for 
instance by pulling a single question/answer sequence out of a more extended exchange, but that 
discourse analysis should include reciprocal exchange patterns. 
  
Summary 
The review of the literature on instructional language revealed that a teacher’s 
epistemological stance shapes opportunities for authentic discussions and other effective 
discourse sequences. Unfortunately, teachers are not always fully aware of the connection 
between their epistemological stance and the language they use. Jennings and Mills (2009) 
contend that classroom talk has the power to either shape learning potential or limit possibilities, 
depending on how it is utilized by the teacher. To keep the cultural practices from overpowering 
instructional models, the classroom cannot foster an asymmetrical power structure between 
students and teachers (Fisher & Larkin, 2008; Johnston, 2004; Oliveira, 2008). For this reason, 
the shift in the epistemological stance of teachers is a precursor to the intentional and strategic 




stance of the participants in this study was determined initially through survey questions, 
confirmed during the teacher interviews, and witnessed during the classroom observations.  
To guide and construct knowledge, teacher language should be explicit and intentional 
and should be crafted in response to the exhibited student learning behaviors. In doing so, the 
teacher may be able to accommodate the diverse needs of the individual and the social context of 
the classroom. The explicit and intentional crafting of teacher language can be done through 
meta-awareness. Mercer (2002) found that teachers who engage in meta-awareness are more 
likely to shift the focus of the instructional language from teaching to learning.  
Multiple empirical studies conducted in elementary classrooms (Black, 2004; Dyson, 
2008; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hadjioannou, 2007) have established that discourse promotes 
productive exchanges through which students can construct meaning. Authentic discussions 
encourage students to share alternative perspectives and to offer their opinions and ideas for 
consideration. A classroom that allows for instructional conversations can serve a central role for 
supporting active, strategic learning, ultimately affecting student achievement (Black, 2004; 
Wilkinson & Silliman, 2000). Through the literature reviewed in this chapter, five specific types 
of instructional language (modeling, deliberation, inquiry-based instruction, conceptual press 
discourse, and non-evaluative feedback) were found to be effective in the elementary setting.   






 This qualitative study sought to examine the intentional use of language to frame 
interactions in the elementary classroom. Data (through surveys, interviews, classroom 
observations, and stimulated recall) were collected from elementary teachers who taught literacy 
in a unit school district located in the far western suburbs of Chicago. Therefore, the students in 
the selected classrooms were also a part of the observation process. Pseudonyms have been used 
for the school district, the schools, the teachers, and the students. Chapter 3 outlines the 
methodology used in this study in eight sections: purpose, research questions, research design, 




 The purpose of this study was to examine how the epistemological stances of elementary 
teachers guided their intentional use of language during literacy instruction.  
 
Research Questions 
This study was based on the following research questions: 
1. How are epistemological stances reflected in the instructional language used by 




2. How do elementary teachers use discourse patterns during literacy instruction in the 
elementary setting?  
3. How do elementary teachers describe the instructional language and intended 
outcomes of the language they use during literacy instruction in the elementary 
setting?  
Design 
Researchers interested in classroom discourse employ a variety of methodological 
designs, including both quantitative and qualitative (Mercer, 2010). According to Mercer, 
qualitative data provide the relationships and context of the interactions, and quantitative data 
provide a count of occurrences of key words or interaction patterns. Although a variety of 
methodological designs is appropriate for a study about classroom discourse, I selected a 
qualitative approach for several reasons.  
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) recommend that researchers acknowledge the 
philosophical views they bring to the research, so the first consideration regarding the research 
design was the conceptual framework from which my study was approached. According to Gee 
and Green (1998), approaches to the study of classroom discourse have evolved to become an 
examination of the ways in which knowledge is constructed within classroom culture. It is 
through the lens of the constructivist paradigm that a researcher views “multiple, social realities” 
(Mertens, 2010, p. 11). The overarching theme for this study was sociocultural theory, which is 
rooted in the idea that knowledge is constructed when students interact with others in cooperative 
learning structures, and through a sociocultural perspective, in which the researcher can build an 




2008). Collecting data on this social construction of culture is most often associated with 
qualitative components, including observations and interviews (Creswell, 2013; Mercer, 2008; 
Mertens, 2010).  
While Mercer (2005, 2010) contends that sociocultural discourse analysis can be 
achieved through either qualitative or quantitative research procedures, my second reason for 
selecting qualitative research was based on my research questions. My questions ask how: how 
the epistemological stance is reflected during instruction, how effective discourse patterns are 
used, and how teachers describe the instructional language that they use. These questions 
involved examination of the relationships between language and thinking and the mutual 
construction of a common knowledge (Mercer, 2005, 2010). Creswell (2013) contends that one 
reason for choosing a qualitative design is to provide “a complex, detailed understanding of the 
issue” (p. 48). The qualitative data that resulted from the observations and interviews gave a 
depiction of the student-student and teacher-student language and provided a context for the 
interactions. 
A review of the history of classroom discourse research provided a third reason for a 
qualitative research design. Mayer (2012) outlines the evolution of discourse analysis within the 
field of education, explaining that by the 1960s, pedagogy was being viewed within the formal 
structures of the linguistic analysis through the lens of the ethnographic researcher. 
“Ethnographic” is a term that has roots in anthropological research and has been defined by 
Bogdan and Biklen (2007) as a way to describe a culture. Gee and Green (1998) explain that the 
goal of the ethnographic researcher is to determine a holistic understanding of the overall culture 




of participants to determine this holistic understanding; instead, what is important is how the 
analysis is approached, regardless of the population size.  
 
Bracketing the Researcher’s Experience 
During the duration of the study, I was a long-time employee of the district in which it 
took place, so it is critical that I acknowledge my assumptions and perspectives (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007). I hold both K-9 and administrative certificates, earned my bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees in education, and worked in the Welton School District (a pseudonym) for 16 years. 
During my tenure in the Welton School District, I served in many roles, including classroom 
teacher, reading teacher, literacy specialist, literacy coach, Response to Intervention (RtI) 
coordinator, and assistant principal.  
The construction of knowledge through social interaction aligns with my own beliefs and 
experiences in the elementary classroom. From my earliest experiences as a classroom teacher, I 
found that students were most engaged in learning when they were entrenched in the co-
construction of knowledge. As a classroom teacher, I established collaborative learning 
structures such as peer-conferring during writer’s workshops and literacy circles during the 
reading block. As a teacher of gifted and talented students, I honed my skills in inquiry learning 
and student-led deliberation. As a literacy specialist, I deepened my understanding of 
collaborative conversations that promoted the co-construction of knowledge through practices 
such as reciprocal teaching and authentic discourse. During my time as a literacy coach and as an 
assistant principal, I looked for the application of these beliefs through collaborative learning 




Researchers (Black, 2004; Dyson, 2008; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Hadjioannou, 2007; 
Jennings & Mills, 2009) have established that the deliberate orchestration of complex discourse 
with young learners promotes productive exchanges through which students can construct 
meaning. The context of the classroom environment is vital to the lens through which discourse 
is viewed (Hadjioannou, 2007) because discourse learning is a complex process and should be 
analyzed through the collection of detailed data that both reflect the teacher-student interactions 
and provide a perspective on how the dialogue unfolds over time (Nystrand et al., 2003; Oliveira, 
2008).   
During the classroom observations that served as a crucial data collection strategy during 
this study, I acted as an observer-as-participant. I have had extensive training in performing 
classroom observations. I have participated in book studies and attended conferences related to 
the application of the Danielson (2007) Framework for teacher observation. As a literacy coach 
and RtI coordinator, I have facilitated countless school visits and in-district observations to 
provide teachers with professional learning. As an administrator, the online training modules, 
which totaled approximately 60 hours of teacher observations, were required by the state of 
Illinois, and as a part of my role as assistant principal, I conducted observations in elementary 
classes almost daily. Therefore, I was confident of my ability to conduct myself as an observer-
as-participant. 
However, I was somewhat less confident in how my observations of teachers in the 
district in which I am an administrator would be perceived. I attempted to minimize potential 
concerns that the participants might have if they were to view my observations as evaluative 
through a series of precautions. First, I observed only in classrooms in which the teachers were 




an evaluator. In addition to a written statement that I would not use the data collected during this 
process for evaluative purposes, I also restated this prior to every interview and observation that 
was conducted. Finally, I did not and will not share or discuss my experience or any of my 
findings in relation to a specific teacher with any of the other administrators in the district.  
 
District Context and Elementary Schools 
According to the Illinois Interactive Report Card (IIRC), the Welton School District is 
considered a large unit school district with a total enrollment of 4,799 students and an 
instructional expenditure per pupil of $5,967. Welton encompasses 140 square miles of suburban 
and rural areas. The district includes two area codes, 11 zip codes, all or part of eight townships, 
and 19 voter precincts. There are a total of six schools in this unit district, including four 
elementary schools.  
According to the district website, the mission of the Welton District is “to graduate all 
students college, career, and community ready.” The title of Welton’s strategy map, Vision 2014, 
clearly demonstrates the district’s commitment to its mission. Based on the new cut scores used 
in Illinois to determine academic progress on the Illinois Standards Achievement Test (ISAT), 
68% of the students in the district met or exceeded standards on the reading portion of the ISAT 
in 2012 and 69% in 2013. A Vision 2014 Plan Performance Target states that “by the end of the 
2014 school year, the percent of 3rd-7th students that will meet or exceed on the reading ISAT 
tests will increase by 5%.” 
Keating and Anderson, pseudonyms, are the two elementary schools at the north end of 
the Welton School District.  The students in both buildings are in kindergarten through fifth 




students. Based on the IIRC, the population of Keating and Anderson are comparable to the other 
surrounding schools, with a predominately White (87.7%- 90.0%) student body and an average 
class size of 23 students. The student growth data for both schools are slightly higher than those 
of the state and district, which are both 102.
1
    
The two elementary buildings at the south end of the Welton School District are Perry 
Elementary and Knox Overstreet Elementary (psuedonyms), which are in different small 
suburban towns. Perry has 620 students from kindergarten through fifth grades. Based on the 
IIRC, the population of Perry students is comparable to the other surrounding schools with a 
predominately White (87.4%) student body and an average class size of 23 students. The student 
growth data for Perry show 108 for reading. 
With 645 students, Knox Overstreet has a slightly larger population that includes students 
from pre-kindergarten through fifth grades. Based on the IIRC, the population of the Knox 
Overstreet students is slightly more diverse than that of Perry but still has a predominately White 
(70.1%) student body and an average class size of 25 students. The IIRC indicates that at 98, the 
student academic growth data in reading are slightly lower than those of the state and district. 
Table 2 provides a comparison of the basic demographic information from the four elementary 
schools located in the Welton School District.   
  
                                                          
1
 As of October 31, 2013, the IIRC began to report student academic growth data, which indicates increased 
achievement on the ISAT between two consecutive years as a score between 0 and 200. Scores above 100 indicate 





Welton Elementary Schools’ Demographics Information 
School  Location Enrollment Demographics 
(% of low income) 
Growth Data 
(ISAT reading) 
Keating Elmore, IL 602 19% 108 
Anderson Elmore, IL 463 12% 103 
Perry Sheldon, IL 620 11% 108 




The participants for this study were male and female students and teachers from 
elementary schools in the Welton School District. The subjects in my study included teachers 
who were approximately 23-65 years of age and students approximately 5-11 years of age. The 
study employed multistage sampling, beginning with a convenience sample of all teachers who 
taught literacy in the Welton School District. As Mertens (2010) points out, a convenience 
sample is not the most desirable sampling technique; however, it was chosen because my 
position in the school district provided accessibility to both assessment data and subjects. During 
the first stage of sampling, a survey was given to all of the teachers who taught literacy in the 
Welton School District (n = 114). A few days prior to being sent the survey, the teachers were 
first introduced to the study though a recruitment email sent via the district’s Gmail account (see 
Appendix A). The email was used to inform them that they would be asked to participate in the 
first stage of data collection, an online survey. The survey sent to the Welton teachers included a 
question about their willingness to further participate in the study. Demographic information 





As mentioned previously, Welton spans a large geographic area, creating some 
detachment between the two elementary schools at the north end of the district and the two 
elementary schools at the south end. I used this geographic detachment to my advantage during 
the next stage of sampling, which involved cluster sampling. Because, at the time of the data 
collection, I evaluated the teachers who work in the north end of the district as part of my 
administrative responsibilities, only teachers from schools located in the south end were 
considered for further data collection. This cluster sampling helped to maximize the validity of 
the data by removing my influence as an administrator. 
Due to the nature of the study and the research questions that were asked, it was most 
appropriate to conduct the data collection in a general education classroom setting. Although 
teachers who specialized in literacy, special education, or response to intervention participated in 
the survey, the observations were conducted only in regular classrooms, thereby eliminating 
further participation by teachers from specialty areas. Therefore, demographic information from 
the survey was also used to further narrow the sampling based on classroom setting. 
The teachers’ responses to questions about epistemological stance during the interview 
were used for the next stage of stratified purposeful sampling to select four teachers to observe 
(two who made comments that aligned them with the stance that students are constructors of 
knowledge and two who aligned themselves with the stance that students are the receivers of 
knowledge).  
Consent was obtained from the teachers who participated in the survey through a 
statement that was included in the directions on the survey that indicated that their completion of 




observations received a consent letter (see Appendix C). Confidentiality for the participants was 
assured through the use of pseudonyms for the district, schools, towns, teachers, and students. 
 
Student Participants 
Qualitative data were collected during the classroom observations from the 
approximately 25 elementary students per class (a total of approximately 100 student 
participants). The student participants formed a convenience sample based solely on students 
assigned to the classrooms of teachers who were selected to participate in the observations. 
Students in the classrooms selected for the observations were given a letter of consent one week 
prior to the observations (see Appendix D). In addition to the written consent of a 
parent/guardian, assent from the individual elementary students was obtained immediately prior 
to the subjects’ participation in the classroom observations. The assent was obtained orally using 
a script (see Appendix E).   
 
Data Collection 
A blend of four types of data collection techniques were used, including a survey, teacher 
interviews, observational data, and stimulated recall. Although Bogdan and Biklen (2007) 
discourage the use of the word “triangulation,” Mertens (2010) and Creswell (2013) 
acknowledge the value of using a variety of techniques as a way to check for consistency of 








As identified in the population and sample section of this study, a survey functioned as 
the first stage of data collection (Appendix B). All of the elementary teachers in the Welton 
School District who taught literacy were asked to take a survey. It took approximately 10 
minutes for each teacher to complete the survey electronically using Google forms. The teachers 
were given time to complete the survey during the daily collaboration time over a period of two 
weeks. The survey was the participants’ introduction to the study and included some basic 
demographic items, such as school and position currently held. Subsequent questions were 
written to elicit information about the epistemological stance of the teacher. Finally, the survey 
indicated the teachers’ willingness to participate further in the study.   
As Patten (2011) contends, although a survey is an efficient and cost effective way to 
collect data, there are disadvantages to using one. Two disadvantages Patten mentions are of 
particular consideration in this study: “socially desirable responses” and “only a snapshot” (p. 3). 
It is possible that the teachers responded to some of the questions about instructional language in 
a way that could be perceived to be a preferred practice instead of a reflection of the reality of 
their actual practice. Although I am cognizant of this possibility, the efficiency of the survey 
outweighed this concern, as the actual observations were able to tease out any discrepancies. To 
speak to Patten’s other point: although the survey was only a snapshot of the perspective and 
beliefs of the teachers, the questions mirrored those that were asked in the interview, allowing 
the survey responses to be compared. 
The section of the survey labeled “instructional language” was designed to provide a 




(e.g.,, Danielson, 2007; Johnston et al., 2000).  Questions relating to the components of the 
literacy block and how the participants frame interactions during literacy instruction provided 
information about the types of cooperative learning structures the teachers put into place. 
Questions such as “How do you respond to students who have a very different understanding of a 
book read in class than you do?” and “What do you say or do when students disagree with each 
other about a topic or an answer to a question?” gave some insight into whether the teachers held 
the perspective that knowledge is provided by the teacher or that knowledge is constructed 
collectively. Table 3 provides an overview of the purpose of each survey question and identifies 
with which of the three research questions it aligns with as well as the reference that influenced 
the wording of the question.  
Table 3 









Demographic Information:  
1. What is your name? 
2. How many years of experience do you have as a 
professional in a school setting? 
3. In which school do you teach? 
4. What is your primary role in the school setting? 
1-4 N/A Patten (2011) 
Epistemological Stance:  
9.   When talking about a book in class, do you ever find 
that some students have a very different understanding 
of the book than you do?  
 11. What do you say or do when students disagree with 
each other about a topic or an answer to a question? 
12. What do you say or do when students disagree with you 
about a topic or an answer to a question? 
9,11-12 1.  How is 
epistemological 
stance reflected in 
the instructional 















Table 3 cont. from previous page 
Effective Discourse Patterns:  
5.   Which of the following instructional practices do the 
students in your classroom typically engage in during 
reading and writing instruction? 
6.   Do you get a chance to hear your students talking about 
reading or writing?  
8.  What kinds of things do you hope to hear kids saying 
when you hear them talking about reading and writing?  
7.   In which of the following situations do you typically get 
to hear your students talking about reading or writing?  











Description of Instructional Practices:  
10. How do you respond to students who have a very 
different understanding of a book read in class than you 
do? 
11. What do you say or do when students disagree with 
each other about a topic or an answer to a question? 
12. What do you say or do when students disagree with you 
about a topic or an answer to a question? 






of the language 
they use during 
literacy instruction 





Willingness for Further Participation in Study: 
13. Would you be willing to further participate in this study 
by being interviewed? 
14. Would you be willing to further participate in with this 
study by being observed? 
13,14 N/A N/A 
 
 
Teacher Interviews  
Eight teachers were selected to be interviewed during the next phase of the study. The 
purpose of conducting semi-structured interviews was inspired by Johnston et al.’s (2000) study 
of the relationships between teacher epistemology and classroom interactions. However, the 
protocol was also influenced by Mertens (2010), who contends that interviews are an important 
component of the qualitative data collection process and suggests that the researcher should 
begin with broad questions and allow the interviewee’s responses to guide the structure of the 




information that allowed their epistemological stance to be confirmed and compared to the 
survey responses. 
The interviews, which were designed to last approximately 15 minutes, were conducted 
through an interview protocol process to create consistency among the interviewees (see 
Appendix F).  The protocol contained six basic sections. The first section, background, and the 
last section, closing statements, provided bookends to the interview and were designed to put the 
interviewees at ease. With the exception of the closing statements, the sections aligned closely 
with the questions on the survey. The interview protocol was designed as an instrument to focus 
the interview, validate the survey questions, and provide an opportunity for elaboration on the 
survey responses.  
Observations 
Bakhtin (1981) said, “the living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular 
historical moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up against thousands of 
living dialogic threads” (p. 276), and this statement is no truer in any setting than in the context 
of the classroom. Therefore, using observational data to examine the language elementary 
teachers actually use in the authentic school-setting was a key component of this study.  
Based on responses from the survey and interviews questions, four teachers were selected 
to be observed: two whose epistemological stance trended to what the epistemic literature (e.g., 
Ahola, 2009; Feucht, 2010) considered to be a more simplistic developmental level that 
knowledge is received, and two whose stance trended to what the epistemic literature (e.g., 





Three observations of each teacher were conducted during the spring of 2014. Each 
observation lasted approximately 45 minutes of the literacy block. During the observations, I 
served as an observer-as-participant, although using audio equipment to capture teacher-student 
and student-student interactions and an observation protocol to provide focus to my field notes. 
Field notes were also used to capture the classroom environment, including the structure of 
instruction, the management of the classroom procedures (supplies, routines, instructional 
groups, transitions), expectations (learning objectives, tasks, assignments), and organization of 
physical space.  
Stimulated recall, which is a procedure that consist of replaying selected segments of 
recorded instruction in order to stimulate the teachers’ recall of what they were thinking about 
when teaching (Clark & Peterson, 1976), was used after each observation.  After listening to the 
recorded segment, the teacher responded to the stimulated recall protocol (see Appendix G) to 
reflect on the cognitive processes leading the instructional language used at the time of the 
observation (Calderhead, 1981; Munby, 1982). 
 
Piloting Instruments and Strategies 
Most of the reviewed literature on research mentions the use of pilot testing research 
instruments prior to the actual collection of data (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; 
Mertens, 2010; Patten, 2011). For this study, pilot tests were conducted for the survey, the 








In the late fall of 2013, a small pilot study of the survey was completed following 
recommendations made in the Mertens (2010) research. The first phase of the survey pilot was a 
“think-aloud” (Patten, 2011, p. 55), which was conducted with a teacher who is similar to the 
targeted population. He was given the survey and asked to share his thoughts as he responded. 
The survey questions asked about literacy instruction, and the teacher wanted to know if that 
included writing and indicated that there might be some confusion with that term because in the 
Welton School District, references to literacy often meant the literacy special class that students 
attended once or twice a week. He suggested that I change that wording to teaching reading and 
writing. He suggested some minor revisions to the questions, including adding peer-conferring to 
the list of instructional practices. After he completed the survey, together we scored the 
responses based on the point system to approximate the epistemological stance. When we 
determined that he scored a 9 out of a possible 15 points, he shared with me that although this 
was not an accurate portrayal of his epistemological beliefs, it was an accurate assessment of the 
practices he used. He attributed this discrepancy to the expectations of the district in which he 
worked during the time in which he was asked to reflect. Although no changes were made to the 
survey based on this particular insight, I found it interesting considering the research that asserts 
that the practice of less experienced teachers may be inconsistent with their personal 
epistemology (Feucht, 2010).  
The second phase of the survey pilot was conducted with a group of six teachers who 
were similar to the targeted population. The teachers were given a hard-copy version of the 




the survey without any discussion or questions. They were timed to ensure that the survey took 
no longer than 10 minutes to complete. Then the respondents were asked to document anything 
they found to be unclear or to suggest additional possible responses (Mertens, 2010).   
After all the teachers in the group had completed the survey, they were asked for 
comments about the survey. The only suggestion was a minor revision to the wording of two of 
the questions to make them clearer. The range of the scores to assess the approximate 
epistemological stance of the six respondents to the pilot survey was 10-12. 
 
Interview 
A pilot study was also completed for the interview protocol during the late fall of 2013. 
Two teachers, who no longer taught literacy but were only one year removed from the regular 
classroom, were given a pilot interview to replicate the actual interview process. The interviews 
were timed to ensure that a sufficient amount of responses could be collected during a 15 minute 
period. The interviews were recorded and handwritten notes were taken during the interview to 
aid with the transcription and coding processes. The pilot interviews were followed by a 
debriefing session during which the pilot participants provided feedback regarding the clarity of 
the questions.   
In reflection on the pilot interviews, I found that a considerable amount of time during the 
first interview was spent on the teacher’s background and the description of the structure of her 
literacy instruction. Because the sole purpose of asking a teacher about her background was to 
make her more comfortable with the interview process, I decided to change the interview 
protocol so that it included just a basic question about the teacher’s teaching background. 




block and not necessarily the structures of literacy instruction, I also decided to reduce the 
number of questions to two. The first question asked about a typical day during the literacy block 
and the second asked  if there was anything that the teacher would like to change about the way 
they approached literacy instruction.  
Further adaptations to the interview process were a result of reflection that occurred 
during the transcription process.  I noticed that I needed to be more specific about language and 
teacher talk; instead of phrasing questions such as “What do you do…,” I would make sure that I 
phrased the questions as “What do you say….” When coding the first interview, I noticed that I 
had been focusing on the teacher-student interactions and the teacher facilitation of dialogue.  
Her responses focused on student-student collaboration and student-generated productive 
feedback.  I realized that I did not have categories for those types of exchanges in my 
observation protocol, so I added categories related to student-generated feedback.  
The second interviewee was thrown off by the question, “Describe a particular interaction 
with a student that stands out in your mind.  If that same situation happened again would you 
respond in the same way?” When debriefing after the pilot interview, she indicated that she was 
not able to recall a specific situation on the spot. This led me to believe that informal “mini” 
interviews that immediately followed instruction might present better opportunities to ask about 
the intentionality of specific discourse sequences, so I decided to add stimulated recall to the data 
collection design. 
Furthermore, the second interview was much more difficult to code. There were fewer 
specific instructional and literacy structures mentioned. Also, although the teacher did not 
indicate that students were to receive knowledge from her and she talked about effective-




the student. I found it difficult to identify clear evidence for my impression and even believed 
that the vivid quotations I selected may have been biased. I was concerned that I was looking for 
quotations that confirmed the overall sense that I was getting from the interview and may have 
been ignoring other quotations that did not confirm this sense. So I decided to look at the number 
of times that the second interviewee said “I” versus the number of times that the first interviewee 
said “I.” I thought that this information might confirm my belief that the second interviewee’s 
responses focused on the teacher more than on the student. A simple count of the occurrences of 
the word “I” interview found that during the first interview, the word “I” was stated a total of 85 
times out of the 2,669 words uttered (3.18%). During the second interview, the word “I” was 
stated a total of 111 times out of the 2,041 words uttered (5.44%). I found this to be a 
confirmation of my overall sense that the second interviewee’s responses were more focused on 
herself than on her students and decided to conduct an “I” count of the interviews conducted 
during the actual study.   
 
Observations  
The observation protocol went through a pilot study in the late fall of 2013.  During the 
pilot testing of the observation protocol, video recorded literacy instruction was used instead of 
actual classrooms in the Welton School District. Viewng DVDs from Zemelman, Daniels, and 
Hyde (2012) allowed observation of effective literacy instruction without eliminating potential 
participants from the population.  
I chose one teacher who taught literacy at the elementary level (first grade) and had the 




teacher included a mini-lesson on non-fiction reading strategies, one-one-one conferring, 
resolving conflict during student collaboration, a student reflection task, and self-assessment.  
During the second pilot observation using the DVDs, I attempted to track the discourse 
sequences using the observation protocol.  I found that I spent more time reading the example 
sequences and the descriptors than paying attention to the instruction. During the third and fourth 
observations, I attempted to write down what the teacher was saying, and putting the 
articulations into the categories of effective language that I had identified in the review of the 
literature. I found that this also took too much out of the experience of observation and that I 
could form the categories based on the transcripts. 
During the fifth observation, I decided to take field notes to capture the structure of the 
instruction, the management of the classroom procedures (supplies, routines, instructional 
groups, transitions), expectations (learning objectives, tasks, assignments), and organization of 
physical space. I believed that this technique would help the most during the transcriptions 
because the resulting field notes would document what could not be captured on audio recording 
and would enhance my memory of the classroom environment, crucial to the context of the 
discourse.  
The other major lesson that I learned during the pilot study was how to best use the 
observation protocol. Instead of being used during the data-collection process, as was originally 
intended, I decided that the observation protocol would be used during the data analysis to track 
the types of interactions and discourse sequences based on the transcriptions. In coding the 
transcription of the pilot observation, I decided to code only the teacher’s language. During the 
coding of the pilot observation, I noticed that the codes based on McElhone’s (2009) study 




determined to be effective language, specifically modeling and scaffolding. I also provided 
coding for directions and direct instruction.  I added these codes and decided that I would code 
only instructional language rather than language that involved behavior management.  
The alignment of the research questions with the previously mentioned data collection 
strategies is outlined in Table 4.  
Table 4 





































How are epistemological stances reflected in the 
instructional language used by elementary teachers during 
literacy instruction? 
 
X X X X 
How do elementary teachers use discourse patterns during 
literacy instruction in the elementary setting?  
 
  X  
How do elementary teachers describe the instructional 
language and intended outcomes of the language they use 
during literacy instruction in the elementary setting? 
 




Mayer (2012) distinguishes between discourse analysis that focuses on structural features 
of language, often employing techniques that analyze discourse at the word level, and discourse 
analysis that frames itself within the social context. Mayer also discusses the need to pair 
structural discourse analysis with the type of discourse that is viewed through an ethnographic 




collection techniques were used: a survey, teacher interviews, observational data, and stimulated 
recall.  
The data analysis for this study was comprised of two main components. The analysis of 
the survey and interview data provided information about how elementary teachers described the 
instructional language and intended outcomes of the language they used during literacy 
instruction in the elementary setting and an initial perspective on the epistemological stances of 
the elementary teachers. An analysis of the discourse used during classroom observations 
revealed how elementary teachers use effective discourse patterns during literacy instruction in 
the elementary setting and  how epistemological stance was reflected in the instructional 
language used by elementary teachers. 
 
Survey 
Upon completing the survey, the participants clicked “submit” on the live Google form, 
and the responses were automatically entered into a Google spreadsheet. The spreadsheet was 
formatted to provide a frequency table followed by total percentage (Lyne, 2011). A series of 
data sorts of the demographic information were then done to begin the sampling process (see 






Stages Data Sort Based on Demographic Data 
Data Sorted Purpose Remaining Sample 
Size After Sort  
Participation Total number of teachers who responded to the 
online survey 
39 





To eliminate non-classroom teachers 20 
Willingness to 
participate 
To eliminate any teachers who are not willing to 




Each possible response in the “instructional language” section of the survey was 
categorized into one of three categories to provide a glance into the epistemological stances of 
the teachers: constructors of knowledge, receivers of knowledge, or neutral. Each response that 
aligned with a constructing stance was given one positive point, each response aligned with a 
receiving stance was given one negative point, and each neutral response was given zero points. 
The range of the total possible points was 0-15 and provided a score of how strongly rooted the 
teacher was in that stance during the time of the study.  The responses to these questions also 
provided a comparison to the responses for the interview questions related to epistemological 
stance.  
A small pilot study of the survey was conducted to provide the best likelihood that the 
survey would be valid (Mertens, 2010). Although Patten (2011) claims that it is difficult to 
evaluate the effects of a bias in the sampling for a survey, the population of participants for this 
survey was clearly defined. Furthermore, allowing time during contractual hours ensured a 





Bogdan and Biklen (2007) contend that although certain research approaches expect 
inter-rater reliability, “qualitative researchers do not exactly share this expectation” (p. 39). Data 
collected during qualitative research can be affected by the researcher’s background, interests, 
academic training, and theoretical framework (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Mertens (2010) does, 
however, provide suggestions for increasing the credibility of a study conducted through the lens 
of the constructivist paradigm, including peer debriefing, member checks, and triangulation.  
In addition to the pilot study, several steps were taken to ensure the credibility of the 
interview processes for this study. Validity was established through member-checking the 
transcription of the pilot interviews by having each participant share his/her thoughts in response 
to the coding of the interview transcription. This process helped to guide the coding of the 
remaining interviews. Member-checking was also done on the transcription of the interview and 
one observation of one of the primary participants by having her share her thoughts in response 
to the coding of the transcriptions. Additionally, the reliability of the interview data was tested 
by comparing each participant’s responses to the survey data of that participant.   
The resulting data from the eight semi structured teacher interviews were coded in a two-
cycle process. The first cycle used in vivo coding, allowing the exact words of each participant to 
generate the codes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The second cycle involved focused coding, 
which allowed the initial in vivo codes of one interview to be tested against those of the other 







Of the quantitative methods used by researchers interested in classroom discourse, the 
most well-known is “systematic observation” (Mercer, 2010, p. 3), in which the researcher 
records the number of turns at talking that each teacher or student takes. For the purpose of this 
study, a protocol was adapted from McElhone’s (2009) protocol (see Appendix H), to not only 
record the number of turns at talking but also to categorize the teacher-student and student-
student interactions. During the systematic observation process, the data were analyzed and 
categorized soon after they were collected and transcribed.  
Unlike McElhone’s (2009) study, counting the utterances made during observations 
would not be appropriate for the current study, as the number of isolated utterances fits neither 
the theoretical framework of the sociocultural discourse analysis nor the research questions of 
the current study. However, the discourse moves identified by McElhone were categorized into 
the three identified types of effective language (inquiry-based instruction, conceptual press 
discourse, and non-evaluative feedback) that were the focus of my observations. The adapted 
protocol was used to categorize the teacher-student and student-student interactions into what the 
literature has shown to be effective discourse patterns and to track sustained discourse sequences.  
According to Shepherd (2010), a threat to the integrity of the classroom is the observer 
effect. He states that the way people tend to behave differently while being observed is best 
mitigated by allowing time for the participants to become accustomed to having an observer in 
the environment. In this study, the observer effect was of minor concern because informal 







Based on the literature reviewed on discourse analysis, the most common data collection 
tool is verbatim transcripts of classroom language (e.g.,, Bloome, et al., 2005; Boyd & Rubin, 
2006; Johnston et al., 2000; McElhone, 2009; Mercer, 2008).  Some transcription systems are 
simply data-collection processes in which speech is “rendered as grammatical phrases and 
sentences” (Mercer, 2008, p. 42). However, Mercer (2005) recommends that for the purpose of 
discourse analysis, it is important for the transcription of interactions to be as faithful to the 
actual utterances as possible, typically resulting in a small number of data sets.  
The transcription system for this study included relevant non-verbal communication as 
well as contextual information pertinent to the analysis, such as pauses (Mercer, 2008). All 
recorded utterances made during the interviews, observations, and stimulated recall sessions 
were recorded using my iPhone 5 with an omni-directional recording condenser microphone 
attached. I transcribed the recordings of the eight teacher interviews using InqScribe software, 
from which I pasted the text into a Microsoft Word document using single spacing among 
continuous utterances and double spacing to indicate a different speaker. The interviews were 
transcribed onto a total of 32 pages. 
The classroom observations were scheduled with each teacher during the spring of 2014. 
The intention was to have the observations as late in the school year as possible so that the 
members of the classroom would have had time to cultivate accepted norms, a context referred to 
by Gee and Green (1998) as a “cultural resource” (p. 132). The observations were intentionally 
spaced so that each teacher would be observed once before any teacher was observed for a 




techniques to be made during the first observation of each teacher instead of multiple 
observations of the same teacher. The only guidelines related to the observations were that they 
should be during literacy instruction and that they would last 30-45 minutes each. Because I did 
not want the teachers to alter their normal instructional practices or language in any way, more 
specific information about the types of lessons or content was not provided.  
The focus of this study was on instructional language, so during the classroom 
observations, the iPhone was usually placed near the teacher so her utterances could be captured. 
The exception to this occurred when students were collaborating and the teacher was not 
instructing. During these occasions, I would select a collaborative group made up of students 
who had submitted letters of consent and place the iPhone near them to record their interactions. 
After each observation, the digital recording was sent via email to a professional transcriptionist 
who transcribed the data using single spacing among continuous utterances and double spacing 
to indicate a different speaker. The three observations conducted with Mrs. McAllister were 
transcribed onto a total of 20 pages; Miss Cameron’s observations were transcribed onto 32 
pages; Mrs. Pitts’s onto 33 pages; and Mrs. Dalton’s onto 23 pages.  
During each observation, I selected a segment of the recorded lesson to play for the 
teacher during the stimulated recall session. The segment was usually selected because it 
reflected language that was not typical for an elementary classroom. Specific information about 
each segment and why it was chosen is provided in Chapter 4. During the stimulated recall 
session, which was conducted as soon as possible after each observation, my iPhone was used to 
record the interactions. The digital recordings were then sent to the professional transcriptionist 
and transcribed in the same manner as the observations. The three stimulated recall sessions 




Pitts’s, and Mrs. Dalton’s stimulated recall sessions were transcribed on a total of four pages 
each.  
In addition to the recorded utterances, handwritten field notes were taken during the 
interviews, observations, and stimulated recall sessions to capture the classroom environment 
and, when possible, the discourse sequences. Discourse sequences were recorded on field notes 
in addition to being captured in audio recording as back up measure for any utterances that were 
unclear during the transcription process.  
The following sample (see Figure 2), taken from Bloome et al. (2005), illustrates a 
transcription sequence that allows the discourse trajectory to be easily followed (see Appendix I 
for transcription symbols used by Bloome et al.). For ease of the transcription process, the 
transcription symbols were only used for teacher-student exchanges that were included in the 
study.  
140  Ms. Wilson Ok 
141     John 
142    Cold you *possibly* explain this concept to me maybe ↑ 
143    What is “sounding white”… 
144  Students:   XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX Many students talk at once and yell out  
    Responses 
145  Ms. Wilson:  I’m asking John 
146    No↑ 
147    You have no idea 
148    Who can explain to me the concept of sounding white↑ 
149  Maria:   OK I have an example 
151  Andre:     When I be laughs 
152  Ms. Wilson *Wait a minute* 
153    I’m sorry 
154    When you said │ when I be │ Andre said *when I be ha ha ha*  
    how is that funny ↑ 
 








As mentioned in the data analysis section, several steps were taken to ensure the 
credibility of this study. In addition to a pilot study that included each component of the data-
collection process, validity of the interview protocol was established through the member 
checking process with the first interview of the pilot study and the interview and first observation 
of one of the participants. During the member-checking process the participants shared their 
thoughts in response to the coding of the interview transcription. After I explained the interview 
codes, each participant read the transcript, looked at the coding, and commented that the codes 
were an accurate reflection of our conversation. This process helped to guide the coding of the 
remaining interviews.  
Due to the reflexive nature of language, the validity of discourse analysis cannot be tested 
in any simple way (Gee & Green, 1998).  It is acknowledged that interpretation of qualitative 
data is affected by a researcher’s perspective and interests, but interpretations are also open for 
ongoing discussion and debate (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Gee & Green). Gee and Green contend 
that the most appropriate test of validity for discourse analysis occurs through the convergence of 
data sets from different sources or using different tools, the agreement of perspective of persons 
who speak the social language of the context with the interpretation, and data that consider what 
came before or after the data set. A variety of data-collection techniques were used in this study 
as a way to check for consistency of evidence and to provide validity in the findings (Creswell, 
2013; Mertens, 2010).   
Therefore, the coding of the transcripts of classroom observations involved a two-cycle 




setting/context, activity, and narrative codes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The second cycle of 
coding used the pattern coding of narrative data in which the same codes used on the observation 
protocol were used in the coding of the discourse sequences of the transcripts (Bloome et al., 
2005; Saldana, 2009). The process to ensure the validity of the transcription system was much 
the same as that for the observation protocol with the additional validation through member 
checking that was described earlier. Furthermore, the observer effect was mitigated by 
observation-only visits.    
   
Summary 
Gee and Green (1998) stated that “only through the use of multiple data sources, multiple 
approaches to discourse analysis, and contrastive analysis” (p. 159) is it possible to determine 
patterns and generalizations in discourse. Therefore, this chapter addressed the multiple 
components of the data that were collected and how the data were analyzed for this study. Data 
for this qualitative study were collected from a sample of elementary teachers, in the Welton 
School District, who taught literacy and from the students in their classrooms.  
The analysis of survey and interview data provides a picture as to how these elementary 
teachers described the instructional language and intended outcomes of the language they used 
during literacy instruction in the elementary setting. The observation data provide a complete 
picture of how their epistemological stances were reflected in the instructional language used by 
the elementary teachers during literacy instruction. The use of a pilot study, member checks, and 
triangulation increased the credibility of this study conducted in the constructivist paradigm 
(Mertens, 2010). 







This chapter presents the findings of this research study. In Chapter 4, the participants are 
described, recurring themes that emerged from the data are outlined, and a narrative for each of 
the following research questions is provided.    
1. How are epistemological stances reflected in the instructional language used by 
elementary teachers during literacy instruction? 
2. How do elementary teachers use discourse patterns during literacy instruction in the 
elementary setting?  
3. How do elementary teachers describe the instructional language and intended 




The participants for this study were female teachers and male and female students from 
elementary schools in the Welton School District, the pseudonym used for this consolidated unit 
school district. The subjects in my study included teachers who were approximately 23-65 years 
of age. A survey of all of the teachers who taught literacy in the Welton School District (n = 114) 




participants who taught in general education classrooms at the south end of the Welton School 
District were asked to participate in the next stage of sampling. All nine were contacted to 
schedule an interview, but only eight scheduled an interview. The eight teachers who were 
interviewed were all female. Three of the interviewees taught third grade, two taught first grade, 
and three taught kindergarten. The teaching experience ranged from 1-16 years. Table 6 includes 
the pseudonyms of the eight teachers who were interviewed for this study and the grades and 
schools at which they taught. Also included is the total number of years of classroom teaching 
experience that each teacher had as of the 2013-2014 school year as well as the number of years 
they had taught at their current grade level. Finally, Table 6 shows which of the teachers were 
chosen to be observed based on the results of their survey and interview data. Only students from 
the four observed classrooms participated in the study. Because kindergarten, first-grade, and 
third-grade classrooms were observed, the student participants were approximately five to nine 
years of age. Of the four teachers who were selected to be observed, two epistemological stances 
trended to the receiving stance, and two trended to the constructing stance. 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, stratified purposeful sampling was used to select four 
teachers to observe. Mrs. McAllister and Mrs. Dalton, pseudonyms, were selected because the 
data indicated their personal epistemologies trended toward the receiving stance, and Miss 
Cameron and Mrs. Pitts, pseudonyms, were selected because their personal epistemologies 
trended toward the constructing stance. The following sections include a description of my 
experience interviewing each of the primary participants so the reader can better picture the 












Years at Current 
Grade Level  
Observed as 
Focal Teachers  
Mrs. Pitts 
 
Perry K 14 6 Yes 
Ms. Meeks 
 
Perry 1 1 1 No 
Miss Cameron 
 
Perry 1 8 5 Yes 
Mrs. Dalton 
 
Perry 3 14 14 Yes 
Mrs. Perry Knox 
Overstreet 
K 10 1 No 
Ms. McAllister Knox 
Overstreet 
3 16 15 Yes 
Mrs. Rhodes Knox 
Overstreet  
K 4 4 No 
Mrs. Nolan Knox 
Overstreet 





On the day of our interview, Mrs. McAllister met me at the door of her third-grade 
classroom. Mrs. McAllister, an experienced teacher in her late 30s, was dressed casually but 
fashionably in jeans. She welcomed me and led me to a guided reading table at the back of the 
room. As we walked passed the desks that were arranged in long rows of two desks that faced 
each other, I looked around the well-organized and brightly lit classroom. I noticed that 
assignments were clearly posted and current materials and resources were displayed.  We both 
perched on the stools that surrounded the guided reading table, not quite able to become 
comfortable.  
After a quick laugh to ease the tension, I began the interview, and soon afterward Mrs. 




have contributed to the frequency with which she tucked her straight blonde hair behind her ear. 
But she quickly became more at ease and began to discuss the benefits of teaching the same 
grade level for many years. She spoke with a slightly nasal voice and in a deliberate manner, 
emphasizing certain words first by stressing through her intonation, then by pausing to make her 
point.  
  As I asked Mrs. McAllister about her literacy instruction, she stood excitedly from her 
perch on the stool to take out materials to share with me.  She grabbed a student folder and 
brought it to the table. As she paged through the student materials, she began to talk more 
quickly and loudly, pausing only to take a sip from her water bottle.  She shared page after page 
of student resources, learning standards, and assignments with me. She talked eagerly about the 
processes and routines she had in place in her classroom. Although it all seemed a bit 
complicated, she assured me that all the systems seemed clearer when they were observed in 
action, and she welcomed me back to visit her classroom again to do just that. As she talked, I 
looked for opportunities to redirect the conversation to my interview questions about language. 
Even when she took a quick breath and I was able to ask an interview question, her responses 
continued to be focused on her students’ assignments and tasks in recent weeks. At the end of her 
planning period, her third graders began to enter the classroom. They were respectful and did not 
interrupt our conversation, but instead they went right to their desks and began their routines. 
She continued to talk when the students were in the room, but her voice became more of a 
whisper and her speech once again became deliberate. When a student came to ask Mrs. 
McAllister a question, I quickly thanked her, and she said that she would love to have me back to 






Mrs. Dalton was interviewed in her third-grade classroom on a Wednesday after school. I 
walked to her room, which was located in the hall furthest from the main office. As I entered the 
room, I looked for a place to sit among the clutter of books, papers, and materials. Mrs. Dalton 
noticed my confusion and began to clear a spot for us at a small desk at the back of the room 
near the door before we began the interview. I sat across from Mrs. Dalton, an experienced 
teacher in her mid-40s with wavy dishwater blonde hair that she wore mid-length. She was 
dressed, as she often was, in slacks, a blousy top, and minimal accessories.   
Mrs. Dalton’s interview was the fourth that I had done since the pilot, and I asked the 
first question, just as I always did, to warm her up to the interview process and to learn about her 
teaching experience. She responded with a speech pattern that began at an average rate, but 
quickly accelerated until she came to the end of her thought. I then asked about her literacy 
instruction.  
As she shared the components of literacy instruction, she gave minute details and 
examples of her instruction, including specific phonic skills. During the 29 minutes she spent 
talking about literacy, she made occasional comments that gave me a sense that she did not have 
strong self-efficacy in regard to her teaching. These comments referred to not wanting to say 
something wrong and asking if she was talking too much.  As she talked, I kept track of answers 
to the interview questions I did not have the chance to ask, but as it turned out, she did answer all 
the questions, although in a quite roundabout way.  As the interview went on, she began to talk 
about behavior issues with a specific student and then apologized for going off task. I assured her 




any questions, she said that she did not and hoped that she had not babbled and that she was able 
to give me what I needed. I packed up my belongings, and as Mrs. Dalton walked me down the 
long hallway, she mentioned a few more times that she hoped that I had received what I needed.  
 
Miss Cameron 
I met Miss Cameron in her first-grade classroom during her plan time, where my eyes 
were drawn to the huge Iowa Hawkeyes banner hanging on the wall. At first glance, the strands 
of straight dark blonde hair that were escaping from the ponytail worn at the nape of her neck 
gave the impression that she was somewhat flustered. But then soon enough, her big, bright 
smile assured me that she had everything under control. Miss Cameron was a young teacher in 
her late 20s with wholesome good looks, who often dresses casually.  
Miss Cameron surprised me when she said that she had been a sixth-grade teacher 
because she looked so much like what I would expect a young primary teacher to look like. As 
she talked about her teaching background, she made connections between her goals and 
experiences as a sixth-grade literacy teacher with her work as a first-grade teacher. During the 
three and a half minutes she took to talk about her literacy instruction, she spoke with 
confidence, summarizing each component of literacy in a systematic way.   
It was when I asked her about how her students talked to each other about reading and 
writing that she began to include many examples of the type of language that she and her 
students used during literacy instruction. It was at these moments that her voice became very 
animated and conveyed the warmth that I still think of when I recall our time talking together.   
Her interview was comparatively short, and despite her youth, she seemed to be quite confident 





I meet Mrs. Pitts for her interview during her lunch time in a small storage room she used 
for reading interventions. Because of her expertise in reading instruction, during the 2013-2014 
Mrs. Pitts’s role was split into two part-time positions. During the first half of the day, she served 
as an RtI reading interventionist, and during the second half of her day, she taught a half day 
kindergarten class. As I entered the poorly-lit room, Mrs. Pitts was sitting at the kidney-shaped 
table with a white board on wheels behind her, completely surrounded by shelving for books. 
Mrs. Pitts, who was in her mid-40s, welcomed me with a dynamic smile, but  shared with me 
before we began the interview that her role as a half-time reading specialist and a half-time 
kindergarten teacher was difficult and said that she looked forward to going back to full-time 
teaching the following year.  
Mrs. Pitts was a tall, thin woman with shoulder-length brown hair and prominent cheek 
bones. As she talked about her background as a teacher, she often talked much faster at the end 
of a thought. At these times, her inflection went up as she ended her thought. Other times, she 
ended her thought in a somewhat clipped manner, a mannerism with which I became familiar 
during the stimulated recall sessions. She gave off an aura of confidence as she talked about both 
the standards that were required by the district and her personal goals for her students. As we 
finished the interview, she shared with me that she thought she had the ideal class that year 








Because the teachers’ students were also observed, one week prior to the observations 
consent letters were sent home with the students. These letters were collected immediately prior 
to the observation, and assent was given by all the students immediately prior to the observation.  
Table 7 indicates the parental consent given in the four classrooms.  
 
Table 7 
Return Rate of Parental Consent 
Teacher School Grade Level Return Rate of Consent Letter 
Mrs. Pitts Perry Kindergarten 16/21 = 76% 
Miss Cameron Perry 1st 13/23 = 57% 
Mrs. Dalton Perry 3rd 15/22 = 68% 





This section is organized beginning with Research Question 1,  then Research Question 
2, and finally Research Question 3 and includes a summary for each research question. Findings 
are described under each research question.  
 
Research Question 1 
The findings of Research Question 1 which asked, “How is epistemological stance 








The survey asked the teachers what they did when students had a highly different 
understanding of a book than they did. This question was considered to be a reflection of the 
participants’ epistemological stance based on Johnston et al.’s (2000) work that showed that 
elementary teachers’ epistemological stances affect the way they organize instruction. A teacher 
with a more developed epistemological stance is likely to set up instructional structures that 
allow for cooperative learning, including opportunities for deliberating about and challenging the 
opinions of each other and of the teacher. Mrs. McAllister was the only participant who indicated 
on the survey that this does not happen in her classroom. The other participants were asked a 
follow-up question regarding how they responded to students when that happened, showing a 
clear difference between the way Miss Cameron answered and the way Mrs. Dalton answered. 
Miss Cameron said, “I think when we are forming lessons around books, we sometimes get so 
focused on our objective, we forget to look at other possibilities.” Mrs. Dalton noted that “when 
there is definite misunderstanding, I clarify for my own sake and then politely redirect the 
thought to correct the misunderstanding.  Sometimes another student pipes in about how/why 
that thought is incorrect.” 
Miss Cameron’s response reflected an acceptance of divergent thinking and multiple 
answers being accepted, although Mrs. Dalton’s answer reflected the idea that there is a correct 




On the survey the participants, were asked, “What do you say or do when students 
disagree with each other about a topic or an answer to a question?” Ms. McAllister said, “I 
remind the group that it is okay to have a different idea or opinion and that is what makes 
learning FUN!” Miss Cameron noted that “usually we come to the conclusion that it is all 
because of the schema we have on a topic.” Mrs. Dalton stated,  
This is really situational.  In general, I try to lead a discussion to clarify both viewpoints.  
Then if it's simply a difference of opinion not impacting understanding, we ‘agree to 
disagree.’  If one is off base, I will try to sway the incorrect response in the direction of a 
closer to correct answer. 
  
Although Mrs. McAllister’s response showed acceptance of divergent thinking, Miss 
Cameron followed up that acceptance with reasoning that it could potentially lead to greater 
understanding. Once again, Mrs. Dalton’s response reflected a right-or-wrong mindset.  
Similarly, the teachers were asked, “What do you say or do when students disagree with you 
about a topic or an answer to a question?” Mrs. McAllister responded that she would do the 
same thing when students were disagreeing with each other and added, “I am the teacher, but 
most importantly, I like to learn, too.” Mrs. Dalton said,  
I'm pretty stubborn, so I think carefully before I speak and respond accordingly.  I don't 
get into a debate.  I may say that I need to do some research about that.  Now, if I KNOW 
that the student is incorrect, I will devise a plan to explain in order to correct the 




During each interview, each participant was asked questions designed to elicit responses 
that helped to identify the participants’ epistemological stances. Examples of these questions 
included, “If I were to observe the interactions in your classroom, what am I likely to hear?” 




“When talking about a book in class, do you ever find that some students have a very different 
understanding of the book than you do?” “What do you say to the students when that happens?” 
“What do you do or say when students disagree with each other about a topic or an answer to a 
question?” “What do you do or say when students disagree with you?”  
Responses to these questions as well as all interview responses were coded and then 
categorized into three major categories: instructional structures, effective language, and 
epistemological stance. For the purpose of analyzing data addressing Research Question 1, this 
section address only the codes related to epistemological stance. Comments during the interview 
that related to instructional language being used to promote construction of knowledge and 
allowing students to have access to dialogic discourse patterns were identified as being 
comments under the category of receivers of knowledge. Comments during the interview that 
related to instructional language being used to deliver knowledge to students through a teacher’s 
monological discourse pattern were identified as being comments under the category of receivers 
of knowledge. 
  Table 8 shows the percentage of the coded comments each teacher made related to 
epistemological stance. Not only do the codes identify specific topics that reflect either the 
constructing or receiving stance, they also show comments that were related to each stance in a 






Teacher Interview Responses Related to Epistemological Stance 
Epistemological Stance:  
 
Mrs. Pitts Miss Cameron Mrs. Dalton Mrs. 
McAllister 
Constructing Knowledge 9  1  
Student engagement   1  
Teacher’s thinking changes after student 
input 
  1 2 
Specific Feedback provided by Students     
Student choice  1 1  
Interest-based  1 3  
Changes in structures based on students   3 5 
Student-led Management     
Multiple Approaches to Instruction  1 4  
Student-facilitated learning     
Improvement as a goal  1 3  
Self-evaluation    1 
Students share opinion 1 1 1  
Celebration of learning 1  1  
Constructing Knowledge/Total ES Codes 11/14 = 79% 5/5 = 100% 19/31 = 61% 8/10 = 80% 
     
Receiving Knowledge 1  7 1 
Goal to reach specific target (e.g., grade 
level) 
2  5 1 
Receiving Knowledge/Total ES Codes 3/14 = 21% 0/44 = 0% 12/31 =39% 2/10 = 20% 
Epistemological Stance Codes/Total Codes 14/63 = 22% 5/44 = 11% 31/92 = 34% 10/53 = 19% 
 
 
Mrs. Pitts made general comments about epistemological stance more frequently than all 
of the other participants. Her comments: “a lot of times I hear them developing their ideas with 
each other,” clearly communicate a developed epistemological stance. She also made comments 
that reflected a belief that students can build understanding together and that academic 
achievement can be obtained through hard work, such as when she was asked what qualities an 
ideal class would possess and she responded, “Students that are hard working.” Another example 
of her focus on students building understanding was found in a story that she shared about two of 




students’ productivity increased and the discussion between the students transferred into the 
students’ writing. 
It should be noted that comments regarding student engagement were added to the 
epistemological stance category because the comment demonstrated the promotion of student-
centered learning. An example of this is Mrs. Dalton’s comment that the National Geographic 
magazines she pulls out for her third graders have “the glossy pictures that keep them engaged.” 
In contrast, comments teachers made about rewarding students with a behavior incentive for 
academic growth were coded as being aligned with receivers of knowledge because the focus 
was on the teacher approval and obtainment of a goal instead of student growth. For example, 
Mrs. Dalton commented that she had a bead jar as part of her behavior system and that 
sometimes she said, “That is such a great answer, I need you to drop a bonus bead.” 
A final question during the interview was, “When your students finish this school year, what do 
you most hope to have accomplished?”  Miss Cameron’s response to this question reflected her 
views on student self-efficacy. She said that she wanted her students to have  
the confidence to know that they have their strategies to read because it is truly a 
confidence for some of them. If they're not willing to take that chance and say “I can do 
this,” they will, you know, have a difficult time all of the way through. So building that 
self-confidence in their reading is so important, I think, and just get them, “Read it. Just 
do it. Just try. You can do it.”  
 
Mrs. McAllister’s answer to this question was much less student-centered than Miss 
Cameron’s and focused on the levels and genres of books that she believed her third-graders 
should read. She said, “I'm doing student conferencing, so I make sure at all times they are 
reading a book at their level, experience different genres that they need to experience in third 
grade so, I can say, ‘Okay, have these students met what I want them to read in third grade?’” 




articulated her reason for focusing on student growth instead of fixed goals or standards by 
saying, “Well, the guidelines, the district guidelines, but I don’t focus too much on it because I 
don’t want to squelch their actual writing.”  
When looking at the interview data of the four primary participants, there seems to be a 
divide in the interview responses between the two teachers who taught intermediate grade levels 
and the two who taught primary. However, the divide between intermediate and primary was not 
as distinct when data from all eight teacher interviews were reviewed.    
When asked about the types of interactions that would likely be heard in her classroom, 
Mrs. Pitts talked about the student-student conversation that happened during independent 
writing time and how she initially responded to her students’ conversations during this time. She 
commented that “a lot of times, I hear them developing their ideas with each other.” In other 
words, her expectations originally were that the independent literacy time should be quiet, but 
her opinion changed after seeing how collaboration could contribute to the students’ achievement 
and productivity.  
In contrast, Miss Cameron’s expectation from the beginning was that the students would 
be collaborating during independent literacy time. She said that an observer would not be likely 
to hear “silence….You think you want it to be quiet, reading and you're like, ‘Why is it not 
quiet?’ And then you go actually hear what they're saying; it is okay—it really is okay.” 
In keeping with her ongoing focus, Mrs. McAllister’s comments about what an observer would 
be likely to hear during student-student interactions were focused on activities and tasks in which 
the students were engaged. She said,  
Whenever I put a new game out, they're like, they start talking, “What are we supposed to 




to read the directions.” So you hear them reading the directions, rereading directions on 




In looking at the how the epistemological stance was reflected in the instructional 
language used by these elementary teachers during literacy instruction, monological and 
dialogical discourse patterns were identified. Examples of monological patterns included initial 
questions that either had an anticipated correct response or were rhetorical and lecture-style 
direct instruction in which the teacher was engaging in an extended monologue that extended 
beyond simple clarification of the concept.   
Table 9 shows the number of such inquiry patterns coded in the observations of the four 
participants. Although the percentage of inquiry codes compared to the total number of codes is 
fairly consistent, the two teachers who were selected because of their increased alignment with 
the receiving epistemological stance did have a greater percentage of monological inquiry 







Initial Inquiry Sequences during Classroom Observations 
Initial Inquiry Sequences:  
 
Mrs. Pitts Miss  
Cameron 
Mrs. Dalton Ms. 
McAllister 
Initial Inquiry Sequence/Total 
Codes 
66/400 = 17% 41/337 = 12% 37/185 = 20% 32/149 = 21% 
     
Dialogic Patterns 26/66 = 39% 17/41 = 41% 6/37 = 16% 4/32 = 12% 
Open Ended  26 17 6 4 
     
Monologic Patterns 40/66 = 61% 24/41 = 59% 31/37 = 84% 28/32 = 88% 
Anticipated Correct Response 37 17 16 11 




In keeping with her alignment with the receiving stance, two out of the three observations 
in Mrs. Dalton’s room showed an extended pattern of the triadic sequence. The third observation 
did not have any coded language at all because there was no instructional language used during 
the observation. Mrs. Dalton’s first observation was during a writing workshop. The first 4 
minutes and 49 seconds were spent on a grammar mini-lesson on compound sentences. During 
the mini-lesson, Mrs. Dalton asked six initial questions with an anticipated correct response, 
three initial questions that were rhetorical, and three open-ended questions. It should be noted 
that not all of the students involved in this exchange provided a letter of consent, so their actual 
responses are not included, but in each case, the teacher repeated the response. This exchange 
established a clear and prolonged pattern of initial question, student response, and teacher repeat. 
This variation on the triadic sequence lasted for the entire mini-lesson that occurred at the 
beginning of the recorded observation and is captured in the following transcription. This 
transcription was selected because it is an example of the extended triadic sequences that were 




section included here, Mrs. Dalton provided directions for the students, and as was explained 
earlier, only exchanges that included instructional language were coded (see Appendix I for 
transcription key of teacher-student interactions).  
Mrs. Dalton: What is that paper you need to practice↑ What was it all about│Kaitlyn↑ 
Kaitlyn: Um│it was about compound sentences 
Mrs. Dalton: Yes│compound sentences 
 Why did I want you to take a look at compound sentences↑ Mm-hmm↑ 
Kaitlyn: So we could put it in our writing 
Mrs. Dalton: Ah│so you could use it in your writing 
 So today│in your writing│I want you to see if you can take some of your  
 sentences and turn them into compound sentences 
 What were some of the tools that we need to know in order to take those  
 sentences and make them compound↑ What were those little choices that 
we had to make↑ 
Student 1: Student response 
Mrs. Dalton: “And, but, so”; I think there was another one││ 
 When is it a good idea to make a compound sentence↑  
Student 1: Student response 
Mrs. Dalton: Ah, we’re gonna get rid of those choppy sentences 
 You’ve been improving that all the way along from September ‘til now 
but we wanna get│get out those fluffy things│We wanna get out the 
choppy things│  
 We want it to be││What’s that word again ↑ 
Student 2: Student response 
Mrs. Dalton: Smooth│Okay│So whether you’re working on a poem│whether you’re 
working on something you’ve started yesterday│whatever piece that you 
pull out today│I want you to see if you can figure out how to take some of 
your choppiness and make it││  
Student 3: Student response 
Mrs. Dalton: smooth 
 Choppy is an outlaw│right↑ No more choppiness 
 When you did that practice yesterday│can you give me just one example 
so that we kinda remind ourselves of what│what would that sound like↑  
 What would it││What would it││how would we know it was smooth and 
not choppy ↑  
Student 4: Student response 
Mrs. Dalton: Okay│so what would it have been if it was choppy? 
Student 4: Student response 
Mrs. Dalton: What you’ve done is you’ve just added another describer│││ an  
 Adjective│Right ↑ The word “choppy” is a little bit more than that││ 
 You got a good example for me↑ Allison↑ 




Mrs. Dalton: Okay│that came right off the worksheet│didn’t it↑ You gotta say it 
louder│  
 though│Your friends over here couldn’t hear you 
Allison: Um│I’ll bark like a dog but I won’t│but I’ll cluck││I won’t bark like a 
  dog│but I’ll cluck like a chicken 
Mrs. Dalton: Okay│so somebody’s bein’ funny│and they’re making an exaggeration 
and they’re saying│*I won’t bark like a dog│but I’ll cluck like a chicken* 
 Okay│so they’ve got the humor 
 What else Glenn↑ 
Glenn: Um│I│I know what the *and* *but* *so*and the *at*are  
 called│um│coordinating conjunct-│conjunctions 
Mrs. Dalton: *Oh, way to go! And that was even without your paper! Go put in two 
bonus  beads! Yes!* 
 Okay↑ What is their job↑ What is it that they’re doing↑ Those 
conjunctions│what’s their function↑ 
 These four questions are asked without a pause in between.  
Glenn: To make two sentences together 
Mrs. Dalton: Two sentences together│Are those two sentences stand-alone sentences or 
are they just like little fragments↑ 
Glenn: Fragments 
Student 5: I have a sentence 
Mrs. Dalton: What’s your sentence↑ 
Student 5: We can swim across the Atlantic│ or│um│climb Mount Everest 
Mrs. Dalton: Ah│ okay? So now│ instead of saying│*We can swim across the 
Atlantic│* We can climb Mount Everest* ││  
 he put ‘em together and said│ We can swim across the Atlantic *or* 
climb Mount Everest││ 
 Good job 
 
Although Mrs. McAllister’s inquiry sequences did not extend as long as Mrs. Dalton’s, 
they occurred just as frequently. For example, during the second observation, Mrs. McAllister 
guided her class through a whole-group discussion of  the characters in a novel. Mrs. McAllister 
began an exchange first by sharing her evaluation of a character and then by asking a question 
with an anticipated correct response. The student referred to a poster in the room and provided 
the correct response. The teacher shared her thinking and asked, “How many of you were 
shocked?”, which was considered a rhetorical question because the teacher did not pause for a 
response. The exchange continued with a question about the meaning of “mild-mannered,” 




minutes and 37 seconds into the lesson, continued with the teacher sharing her thinking and 
asking rhetorical questions. The following transcription captures the interaction, which lasted 1 
minute and 21 seconds and ended when Mrs. McAllister called on another student who changed 
the topic, thereby ending the exchange sequence.  
Mrs. McAllister: I like how Sarah describes herself 
How does she describe herself in her first letter↑  
Student: She is not│││  
Mrs. McAllister:   You can go get it if you need it. 
Student: │││mild-mannered. 
Mrs. McAllister:   She is not mild-mannered 
I was shocked by that 
How many of you were shocked↑ Not mild-mannered 
What does mild-mannered mean↑ Seth│or I’m││Sorry│Chris. 
Chris:  Student response 
Mrs. McAllister: And if she’s not that way, whoa! I’d be a little nervous, wouldn’t you↑ 
and that’s how she describes herself 
We’ll find out later on why though.  
Student: She seems nice in letters 
Mrs. McAllister: I think she seems nice in letters too 
I think she describes herself that way because think about the setting, 
the timeframe.   
Don’t women have to just kind of be all mild-mannered all the time↑  
Wasn’t that kind of the expectation↑ And so she’s kind of│you know│ 
not following what is expected at the time 
 
Similar to Mrs. Dalton and Mrs. McAllister, at times Miss Cameron also asked questions 
with an anticipated response. However, in looking at the context of the lesson, it was evident that 
the inquiry sequences were short exchanges used to scaffold the learning. For example, during 
the first observation in Miss Cameron’s classroom she was guiding her class through a whole-
group shared reading experience using an article on pollution in a Scholastic News magazine. 
Miss Cameron had her students model reading for the class. After a student finished reading a 
section, Miss Cameron began an exchange first by asking an initial question with an anticipated 




Miss Cameron: Where did Chad grow up↑ Where did it say he lived when he was a 
little boy↑ 
Ricky↑ 
Ricky:               Near a river.  
Miss Cameron:     Near a river│and after lots and lots of years│he saw trash by the side 
of the river and in the water│so what did he decide to do↑ Mark  
Mark:                    Clean it up himself and with some volunteers  
Miss Cameron:     Oh│ with some volunteers, too, huh↑ Okay│so Chad grew up by the 
river and he kept seeing trash and more trash and more trash and he 
said *I need to do something about this*and so│let’s read on to see 
how he did that  
Um│Joseph│loud and proud 
 
Miss Cameron repeated each student’s response and then provided some scaffolding 
information and another initial question to continue the dialogue about this particular section of 
the text.  This transcript was taken from 20 minutes and 9 seconds into the lesson; it lasted 
exactly one minute and ended when Miss Cameron called on another student to model the 
reading of the next section.   
Mrs. Pitts had 37 questions coded as being initial questions with one anticipated correct 
response.  However, unlike the other three teachers, she used these types of questions only 
during lessons that were focused on a very specific skill. For example, during the second 
observation in Mrs. Pitts’s classroom she was using a whole-group shared reading experience to 
teach how to fill out a Venn diagram to compare ducks and geese. The following transcription 
captures the exchange sequence that occurred 53 seconds into the recorded lesson and lasted 44 
seconds.  
Mrs. Pitts: Okay│so boys and girls│tell me again why││Tell me again what ducks  
 do with their bill│Who can raise their hand and tell me what do ducks do  
 with their bill↑ James│do you remember what a duck does↑ 
James: They│like│when they are in oil or something 
Mrs. Pitts: Right│There’s a│ there’s a special spot back by their tail│and that is  
 where oil comes out│ and then they use their bill│and they rub that oil│ 
and then they rub that oil all over the rest of their feathers 






Mrs. Pitts: What is it, Alex↑ 
Alex: Waterproof. 
Mrs. Pitts: Waterproof│That means that they don’t get wet 
This exchange began with an initial question with an anticipated correct response. The 
phrase “tell me again” implies that this is a topic the teacher and students had already talked 
about, that the teacher was scaffolding by providing an opportunity for the students to recall 
previously learned information, and that she was using the close-ended question as a type of 
formative assessment to determine if they could recall the information. The teacher provided 
additional scaffolding of information with her explanation of the oil in a duck’s tail before 
moving to a closed-ended question about a vocabulary word. She asked for the word, and when 
the correct response was given, she provided a parenthetical definition of the word. The inquiry 
sequence ended when the teacher further modeled reading the nonfiction text about ducks.  
 
Stimulated Recall 
Stimulated recall was employed as the final research method after each observation. The 
stimulated recall sessions consisted of replaying selected segments of recorded instruction to 
stimulate the teachers’ recall of what they were thinking about when they were teaching 
(Clark & Peterson, 1976). The segment, which was about 30-60 seconds, was usually selected 
because it was an unusual or interesting comment or strategy. As soon as possible after each 
observed lesson, the participant and I listened to and discussed the segment. The stimulated 




The stimulated recall codes related to epistemological stance were categorized into the 
two opposing stances on the continuum: receivers of knowledge and constructors of knowledge. 
The following codes emerged under these two basic stances: 
Receivers of knowledge 
• Goal to reach specific target (e.g., grade level) 
• Student response should reflect one specific answer 
• Teacher evaluation of students  
• Reference to assignment or tasks 
Constructors of knowledge 
• Encouragement of different ideas/thinking 
• Encouragement to share ideas/thinking 
• Reference to resources used by students 
During the stimulated recall sessions, every participant made at least one comment that was 
reflected as demonstrating a stance aligned with the student being a receiver of knowledge and at 
least one comment that demonstrated a stance aligned with students being constructors of 
knowledge. This confirmed that the teachers in this study were not situated firmly in one stance, 
but rather that their epistemological stances fell somewhere on a continuum of beliefs.  Table 10 
shows the number of codes from the stimulated recall sessions categorized as either being 






Stimulated Recall Comments Related to Epistemological Stance 
Stimulated Recall  
Epistemological Stance:  
 
Mrs. Pitts Miss 
Cameron 
Mrs. Dalton Ms. 
McAllister 
Constructing Knowledge     
Encouragement of different ideas/thinking 1 3 1 1 
Encouragement to share ideas/thinking 3 1  2 
Reference to resources used by students  2 1 4 
Constructing Knowledge/Total ES Codes 4/8 = 50% 6/8 = 75% 2/18 = 11% 7/14 = 50% 
     
Receiving Knowledge     
Goal to reach specific target (e.g., grade 
level) 
1   2 
Student response should reflect one 
specific answer 
  4 1 





Reference to assignment or tasks   4 2 
Receiving Knowledge/Total ES Codes 4/8 = 50% 2/8 = 25% 16/18 = 89% 7/14 = 50% 
 
 
Looking at the total codes categorized as receiving or constructing in comparison to the 
total number of epistemological stance codes for the stimulated recall sessions shows a 
progression from one teacher whose philosophy is firmly rooted in the constructing stance to two 
teachers who are evenly aligned in the middle of the continuum to one teacher who is more 
firmly rooted in the receiving stance.  
Based on the data provided in Table 10, the percentage of comments that Miss Cameron 
made during her stimulated recall sessions was greater in comparison to those made by the other 
participants. The following example was selected for stimulated recall because it demonstrates 
the promotion of construction of knowledge through collaborative structures. It occurred 5 




first-grade students. During the recording, Miss Cameron prompted her students to report what 
their partner shared with them after a turn and talk.  
Miss Cameron:  All right│remember when you are reporting Charlie and Kyle│you’re 
  reporting for what your neighbor’s ideas were because that helps us  
practice our listening and that helps us understand what others are 
talking about│okay↑ 
 
During the stimulated recall, Miss Cameron described the use of collaborative grouping as a way 
to assess formatively the students’ understanding. She said that “hearing their side 
conversations” gave her insight into what the students were thinking and that she used it as a 
formative assessment to see, “Okay, where do we need to go from here?”  The idea that she can 
use student collaboration as a formative assessment and to guide further instruction aligns with 
her constructing stance. Miss Cameron shared that a speaker who visited the Welton School 
District helped her realize that students do not need to raise their hands to take turns to speak. 
She said,  
That way a lot more people are comfortable, and you are not putting people on the spot. 
You are getting those discussions started. I really like hearing their side conversations 
too. It gives me a little bit more insight as I'm walking around like you said, one of them 
was like what's "Earth Day". It's like we're going to have to explain that a little bit more 
to some of them. Where all there is to taking it to other levels so you can kind of use it as 
a formal assessment but you can kind of see, “Okay, where do we need to go from here.” 
 
The following exchange was selected for stimulated recall because of the types of 
questions that Mrs. Dalton used during this inquiry sequence. The following selection of a 
whole-class lesson on idioms was taken from the third observation in Mrs. Dalton’s classroom 
and occurred 2 minutes and 10 seconds into the lesson.   
Mrs. Dalton: All right│Evan│it’s your turn 
Whatcha got↑ 
Brandon: Piece of cake 
Mrs. Dalton: Piece of cake 





Mrs. Dalton: Okay│have you used that expression before↑ 
Brandon: Mmm│yes 
Mrs. Dalton: Have you ever heard it in a sentence that wasn’t talking about a plate with 
a big ol’ piece of chocolate cake on it↑ 
Brandon: Yeah 
Mrs. Dalton: Ah│ 
We gotta help Brandon out a little bit││ 
Jacob│what do you know↑ 
Jacob: Um│it is like the piece of cake where it is real easy 
Mrs. Dalton: Yeah│Oh│Real easy│  
Okay│so do you see how our *not literal* is comin’ into play↑ 
 
The stimulated recall session that occurred after this selection was replayed shows a contrast 
between Mrs. Dalton’s comments and Miss Cameron’s in relation to the construction of 
knowledge. Mrs. Dalton commented that after what she perceived to be an incorrect response 
from Brandon, she then went on to ask the other students to tell her what they thought. She 
shared her strategy for collecting student responses and said, “Generally, I ask the ones who may 
know the answer before I call on those who very likely will know the answer. However, if we 
got moving off track too far, I ask the “knowers” right away.” These final comments reflect her 
beliefs of students as “knowers” versus those students who do not “get it.” 
The section that was replayed for Mrs. Pitts came from the first observation and occurred 
20 minutes and 42 seconds into the lesson. This selection was replayed for Mrs. Pitts to allow her 
the opportunity to discuss her thoughts about the feedback she provided for the student who gave 
the incorrect response when she attempted to provide a word that began with /a/.  
Mrs. Pitts: “Ant”  
Okay│let’s tap it out 
/a/│/n/│/t/ 
Good│let’s write it 
/a/│/n/│/t/ 
Sweetie│just pick one color and stick with it│okay↑ 
Here, just stick with purple│ 
There you go /a/│/n/│/t/│Good 




Mrs. Pitts: Okay│let’s think of another one││/a/│/a/│/a/ 
Can anybody think of another word that starts with /a/↑ Yes, ma’am 
Georgia: Um│“ant” I mean “uncle” 
Mrs. Pitts: Uh││that has a /u/│/u/│/u/│Let’s think of /a/ 
Yes ma’am 
Teacher begins new discourse sequence by calling on another child. 
 
During the stimulated recall session Mrs. Pitts made comments about the ability of the 
three girls who were grouped together for that word study lesson.  
Mrs. Pitts:  Um, so … Yeah. Yeah. Yes. That’s a hard thing to have them think of 
words that have sounds in them. Um, probably not the, not the easiest. 
Georgia was definitely the stronger of the three. Emily is, too, but she’s 
pretty quiet. 
Julia Cloat: Mm-hmm. 
Mrs. Pitts: Cheyenne was the lowest of the three in that group, so I kinda had them 
mixed ability-wise. 
 
Mrs. Pitts’s comments about her students’ abilities were surprisingly similar to Mrs. Dalton’s 
comments and were also categorized as a receiving stance. However, Mrs. Pitts differed from 
Mrs. Dalton in that immediately after these comments about student ability were made, Mrs. 
Pitts switched to a different line of reasoning and said,  
Hearing that back, is there something I would do differently with that? Probably. I would 
probably ask her the question. “What … Ooh, let’s hear that word. What sound do you 
hear at the. What sound do you hear?” and have her tell me instead. 
 
This reflection demonstrates that her exchanges with the students did not reflect the use of meta-
analysis, but it did demonstrate the use of professional reflection and clear understanding of what 
could have been done differently to improve the lesson.  
 
Synthesis of Findings for Research Question 1 
The findings of this study provided insight into how epistemological stance is reflected in 




of the findings for this question are based on the viewpoint that epistemological stance is a 
continuum, which was addressed in greater detail in Chapter 5.  
On the survey, Miss Cameron and Mrs. McAllister, who were aligned with the 
constructing stance or in the middle of the personal epistemology continuum, reflected an 
acceptance of divergent thinking and multiple answers being accepted through their survey 
responses. However, the responses of Mrs. Dalton, who was aligned with the receiving stance, 
reflected the idea that there is a correct answer and that when divergent thinking is shared, 
feedback is provided so the student’s thinking can be “corrected.”   
During the interview, Mrs. Pitts, who had the most developed level of epistemology, 
made comments that academic achievement can be obtained through collaboration and hard 
work and gave an example of students building understanding together. Mrs. Pitts’s goals for her 
students focused on student growth instead of fixed goals or standards, but Miss Cameron, who 
was more aligned with the middle of the continuum, focused on self-efficacy and showed an 
expectation that students would collaborate during independent literacy time. Mrs. McAllister’s 
responses focused on the goals, tasks, and standards and were not student-centered. Even her 
comments about student-student interactions focused on students talking about the tasks and 
assignments.  
The participants’ instructional language demonstrated each of their alignments on the 
personal epistemology continuum. The findings are discussed in detail in Chapter 5, but are 
introduced here. During the observed lessons, Mrs. Pitts asked a substantial number of questions 
that were coded as being initial questions with one anticipated correct response that did not 
necessarily align her with a less developed epistemological stance. Miss Cameron’s use of 




toward the middle of the continuum. Mrs. McAllister, whose attempts to create a collaborative 
environment were not well executed, was also aligned with the middle of the continuum.  Mrs. 
Dalton’s entire mini-lesson, which demonstrated a clear and prolonged pattern of initial question, 
student response, and teacher repeat, aligned her personal epistemology firmly in the receiving 
stance.  
Finally, during the stimulated recall, Mrs. Pitts’s reflection on what she should have done 
differently in a lesson captured a teacher’s potential to continue to grow and develop her 
personal epistemology through meta-awareness.  Miss Cameron’s promotion of extended 
dialogue sequences and cooperative learning during the stimulated recall showed her consistent 
stance in the middle of the continuum, as did the coding of the stimulated recall sessions that 
showed Mrs. McAllister exactly in the middle, with 50% of her responses in the receiving stance 
and 50% in the constructing stance. Mrs. Dalton’s description of how she labels her students 
further demonstrated her belief that some students are able to answer questions correctly and that 
some students do not “get it.”  
 
Research Question 2 
The findings of Research Question 2, “How do elementary teachers use discourse 
patterns during literacy instruction in the elementary setting?”, were informed by three of the 
data collection strategies: the survey, the interviews, and the observational data.   
 
Survey  
Survey questions in the section labeled “Instructional Language” were assigned point 




with their experiences to make meaning actively as they use language were assigned one point 
each.  In Table 11, a 1 indicates that one point was given for the response, and an x indicates that 
the teacher responded that this was an instructional practice utilized in her classroom, but no 
points were given because the reviewed literature did not indicate that it was an effective 
teaching practice.  A blank cell in Table 11 shows that the teacher did not indicate on the survey 
that students in her classroom typically engaged in that particular instructional practice during 
reading and writing instruction. As indicated by the point totals, this survey question showed that 




Survey Results as Related to Instructional Language 
Description of Instructional 
Practices:  
Which of the following instructional 
practices do the students in your 
classroom typically engage in 
during reading and writing 
instruction? 
Mrs. Pitts Miss 
Cameron 
Mrs. Dalton Mrs. 
McAllister 
Cooperative Learning 1 1 1 1 
Teacher or Student Modeling 1 1 1 1 
Guided Practice x  x  x 
Independent Practice x  x x x 
Student Facilitated Learning    1 
Small Group Instruction x  x x x 
Student Dialogue and Discussion 1  1 1 
Direct Instruction (lecture style) x  x  
Other     
Total Points for this Section: 3 2 3 4 






Survey Question 6 asked the teachers if they had a chance to hear their students talk 
about reading or writing. All four teachers were given one point for responding yes to this 
question and were asked to respond to Question 7: “In which of the following situations do you 
typically get to hear your students talking about reading or writing?” Responses to Question 7 
that aligned with practices that were student-centered and allowed for student collaboration and 
unsolicited contributions were assigned one point each.  In Table 12, a 1 indicates that one point 
was given for the response and an x indicates that the teacher responded that this was an 
instructional practice utilized in her classroom, but no points were given because the reviewed 
literature did not indicate that it was an effective teaching practice. A blank cell in Table 12 
shows that the teacher did not indicate on the survey that students in her classroom would 
typically talk about reading or writing in that particular situation.  Looking at each isolated 
situation in which the teachers had the potential to hear their students talk about reading or 
writing reveals little, but looking at the totals is more telling. Although the range is small, Mrs. 
Pitts, who seems to have a more developed epistemological stance, has the greatest total in 
comparison to the other participants; Mrs. Dalton has the smallest total, and Miss Cameron and 
Mrs. McAllister fell in the middle. The totals at the bottom of Table 12 correlate with how the 
participants fall on the continuum of epistemological stance, which is further discussed in 







Survey Results as Related to Student Collaboration  
Description of Instructional Practices:  
In which of the following situations do 
you typically get to hear your students 
talking about reading or writing?  
 
Mrs. Pitts Miss Cameron Mrs. Dalton Mrs. 
McAllister 
One-on-one Conferences x x x x 
In Collaborative Groups 1   1 
During Student Modeling 1 1   
During Guided Practice x x  x 
During Small Group Instruction x x x x 
Through Student Discussion 1 1 1 1 
Other     
Total Points for this Section: 3 2 1 2 




In looking at the effective language codes, the two teachers who were selected because of 
their constructing epistemological stance made comments about effective language a higher 
percentage of the time. Mrs. Pitts had 25 out of her 63 comments (40%) coded as effective 
language, and Miss Cameron had 15 out of her 44 comments (34%) coded as effective language, 
in contrast to the teachers who were selected because of a greater alignment with the receiving 
epistemological stance. Mrs. Dalton only had 22 out of 92 comments (24%) coded as effective 
language, and Mrs. McAllister had 9 out of 53 comments (17%). Extended dialogue sequences 
were the type of effective language most frequently mentioned. An example of this was found in 
Mrs. Pitts’s interview when she said that  
they’re always sharing what they are writing, but I also give them other venues to do 
that—whether it be whole class. Sometimes I group them into small groups and have 
them sit around and share with teacher; sometimes I have them share with partners; 
sometimes I have them stop in the middle of their writing and use somebody’s piece of 





She summed up by stating that she allows her students to “share as often as we can” and that her 
kindergartners “are good at sharing with each other all the time any way naturally at this age.” 
Instead of the varied approaches that Mrs. Pitts employed, Mrs. Dalton’s comments about 
extended dialogue sequences were most often about the teacher-guided exchanges, such as when 
she was talking about her shared reading experiences, and she said, “I learned to have a little 
discussion about certain things when they are listening.”  
Table 13 shows the types of effective language the teachers mentioned during the 
interview and how often they were mentioned. The percentage of the times the participants 
mentioned effective language during teacher interviews is fairly consistent with the data 
collected from the survey. The two teachers who were selected for having a receiving stances, 
mentioned effective language less often than the two teachers who were selected for having 
constructing stances. Although the totals at the top of Table 13 do not correlate perfectly with 
how the participants fell on the continuum of epistemological stance, nearly half the number of 
the times Mrs. Dalton discussed effective language, she was talking about teacher-guided 
extended dialogue sequences. Although extended dialogue sequences are an effective teaching 
strategy, framing them through teacher-guided structures can still be considered an asymmetrical 







Types of Effective Language Mentioned During Teacher Interviews 
Effective Language Codes 
 






Scaffolding through modeling     
 Teacher modeling   1  
 Student modeling 1    
Specific Feedback     
 Teacher given 4 1   
Extended dialogue sequences     
 Teacher guided 7  10 2 
 Student collaboration - partners 2  2  
 Student collaboration - support  1 1 3 1 
 Student Collaboration - open 7 9 2 2 
Deliberation     
 Disagree appropriately with 
teacher 
2 3 1 1 
 Student-student deliberation   2 2 
Inquiry     
 Teacher generated questions 1   1  
 Student generated questions  1  1 
Effective Language Codes/Total Codes 25/63 = 
40% 





The in vivo codes originally pulled from the transcriptions of the classroom observations 
were combined to create overarching codes and patterns. Codes related to scaffolding, modeling, 
and direct instruction were analyzed under the broader category of instruction. Other general 
categories included inquiry, conceptual press discourse that extended discourse sequences, 
conceptual press discourses that shortened discourse sequences, evaluation and feedback, and 




One noticeable pattern in the observational data was the number of instances of 
instructional language coded for each of the four teachers. Mrs. Pitts, who had 400 total 
instructional codes, and Miss Cameron, who had 337, were selected for their more constructing 
epistemological stance. In comparison, the two teachers selected because of their alignment with 
the receiving stance had considerably fewer codes: Mrs. Dalton, 185, and Mrs. McAllister, 149. 
Patterns that emerged within the coding were that the two teachers with the constructing stance 
had a greater number of codes related to teaching: direct instruction, modeling, and scaffolding. 
The constructing teachers also had a greater number of codes indicating that they were extending 
the dialogue sequence through conceptual press discourse and fewer indicating that they were 
shortening the dialogue sequence by decreasing the press or discontinuing the discourse 
sequence, thereby letting the student off the hook.  
 Most of the language Mrs. Pitts used was related to teaching, specifically through direct 
instruction. This pattern was especially evident in the small-group word study lessons. The 
following example was from one such lesson during the second observation in Mrs. Pitts’s 
classroom, in which the teacher and students were looking at pictures of objects whose names all 
had the long A sound that was built through the CVCe phonics pattern. This sequence occurred 
12 minutes and 56 seconds into the lesson after Mrs. Pitts had shown a picture of a game.   
Student: Game! 
Teacher: How do you know↑ How do you know it makes  
Student: Because the ‘a’says its name 
Teacher: How do you know↑ 
Student: The magic ‘e’ makes the ‘a’ say its name 
Teacher: Yes│Okay│ 
 Did you look at the end↑ We have a magic ‘e’ 
Student: The ‘e’ makes it say its name. 
Mrs. Pitts: The ‘a’│so then the ‘a’says its name  
 so instead of saying /g/│ /a/│ /m/│we say ‘game’ 





Cheyenne: I know the long ‘a’│It’s /a/ 
Mrs. Pitts: That’s short│Short│Short A is ‘a’│Long A makes the ‘a’ sound│okay↑ ‘a’ 
 All right│we’re going to practice listening to that sound in words│ okay↑  
 We’re going to do a little practice listening to that sound 
 We’re just going to concentrate on words that have ‘a’ or ‘A’ today 
 
During this exchange sequence, the CVCe pattern was taught through direct instruction; an 
example of initial direct instruction was when Mrs. Pitts said, “the ‘A,’ so then the ‘A’ says its 
name. So instead of saying, /g/, /a/, /m/, we say, ‘game.’ Okay, ‘A,’ ‘A,’ ‘A’ changes the sound.”  
Direct instruction was also used when a student demonstrated a misconception; for example Mrs. 
Pitts said, “that’s short. Short. Short “A” is /a/. Long “A” makes the ‘A’ sound.” Using direct 
instruction during a skill-based lesson such as teaching a phonics skills is an appropriate and 
effective use of l language. Direct instruction codes were identified 125 times in Mrs. Pitts’s 
transcripts, 80 times in Miss Cameron’s, and only 22 and 19 times in Mrs. Dalton’s and Mrs. 
McAllister’s, respectively.  
 Although Miss Cameron also had a significant number of direct instruction codes, the 
type of instructional language she most often used was conceptual press discourse that promoted 
extended dialogue sequences. Examples of this include when Miss Cameron identified what 
students were doing metacognitively or strategically when she requested students to elaborate on 
the meaning of their statements and when she repeated the students’ responses so all of the 
classroom participants could be sure to hear what was being said. The following discourse 
sequence occurred 41 seconds after the beginning of the recording during the first observation in 
Miss Cameron’s classroom. It includes examples of all of the conceptual press discourse types:  
Miss Cameron:   Today we are going to be getting another one of our Scholastic  
 News│okay│that we like to explore. It helps us look for our science 
ideas. 




Can somebody please do some observing of our cover↑ 
We’ve been doing observing of our mealworms and our caterpillars. 
We do some observing of the Scholastic News that all of you will get 
here in a minute│What did you see↑ What are you noticing↑ What are 
some clues↑ 
Ruth 
Ruth: I see four ducklings 
Miss Cameron:   You see four ducklings│Very good 
  Sam 
Sam: I think I see chicks on an alligator’s tail 
Miss Cameron:   Hmmm│chicks on an alligator’s tail 
 What makes you think that that’s an alligator↑ 
Sam: Um│because it’s like a green and blackish thing and also the 
alligator’s  tail can flap and it can bend. If you turn it over│like 
sideways│ it would be like a ‘n’│or the other way it would be like a 
‘u’  
Teacher: *Oh, my goodness* 
So Sam is using a schema about his allocators or crocodiles│that 
makes him think that this might be an alligator’s tail on the back│ 
Pretty cool  
Good thinkin’ 
  
 During this discourse sequence Miss Cameron used several conceptual press discourse 
strategies to engage the students in a collaborative whole group conversation.  When Ruth said, 
“I see four ducklings,” Miss Cameron repeated the response. The repeating of the student 
response was coded as conceptual press discourse because it was done as a way to both confirm 
what the child said and to ensure that all members of the classroom community heard the 
response. Another type of conceptual press discourse occurred in this exchange sequence when 
Miss Cameron asked, “What makes you think that that’s an alligator?” This was an example of 
the teacher asking the student to provide evidence to support his thinking. The teacher used a 
conceptual press discourse sequence again when she identified the metacognitive strategies the 
student was using: “So Sam is using a schema about his alligators or crocodiles that makes him 




 Unlike Mrs. Pitts and Miss Cameron, Mrs. McAllister engaged in relatively few direct 
instruction sequences. However, she was similar to Miss Cameron in that her students were 
engaged in extended dialogue sequences during the three observations in her classroom. Most of 
these exchanges were coded as teacher-guided student collaboration. The following example of 
teacher-guided student collaboration was taken from the second observation and was 2 minutes 
and 37 seconds into the recorded observation.  
Mrs. McAllister:  I’m concerned about Anna the most│  
 Why do you think I worry about Anna the most in the text↑ 
 Talk with your friends│  
 Talk with your people at your table 
Student 1: Because she’s the oldest daughter│or│yeah 
Student 2: Oldest, yeah 
Student 1: Yeah│older│and she’s XXXXX with her mom 
Student 3: And she is││She doesn’t really tell a lot of things about herself 
Student 1: Yeah 
Student 3: She just kind of tells the whole story│so we don’t really know a lot 
about her 
Student 2: Yeah│she’s not│││She’s, she’s saying about│like│││She’s going on 
 │││She’s going on about│ like│ Caleb and all like her mom│ 
Jack 
Student 1:  Not a lot her│││ about herself 
Student 4: Well│I think later in the story│if I made this book│ I think later in the 
 story │ I would tell her│I would tell her more about Anna. 
Student 3: Yeah 
Student 2: And│ and│ and instead of Anna just talking the whole entire book│ 
 I’d kinda switch it off so you can learn about more people  
Student 4: Yeah│ because we│ we don’t know much about William 
Student 1: Because Sarah’s  
Student 2: Yeah, we don’t know much about William  
Mrs. McAllister:  What did you guys come up with about Anna↑ Why do you think that I  
would be concerned about our friend Anna in the story↑ What worries 
me about her, do you think↑ 
 These three questions were asked without pauses in between. 
 
Although by asking the whole class “Why do you think I worry about Anna the most in the 
text?”, Mrs. McAllister was asking the students to speculate on her own thinking instead of 




people at your table,” and by giving this direction, Mrs. McAllister established an opportunity to 
have a collaborative dialogue sequence. The resulting student exchanges were more of a 
conversation than a simple triad of question, answer, evaluation.   
 Like Miss Cameron, during the three observations in Mrs. Dalton’s classroom, the most 
frequently coded were labeled as conceptual press discourse. However, it must be pointed out 
that this general term was used for responses that either extended the dialogue or decreased it. 
Miss Cameron and Mrs. Dalton each used conceptual press discourse to extend the dialogue 
sequence and they each asked rhetorical questions as a type of conceptual press. Although Miss 
Cameron did not use conceptual press discourse to shorten the dialogue sequence, Mrs. Dalton 
used conceptual press discourse to extend and to shorten the dialogue sequence with nearly equal 
frequency. Examples of ways in which Mrs. Dalton shortened the dialogue sequence included 
narrowing the initial question, answering her own question, or hinting at the answer. The 
following example was taken from the third observation in Mrs. Dalton’s third-grade class.  
She was teaching the students about idioms, which was a whole group discussion of common 
idioms that led to a project titled, “Third Grade is in the Bag.” The dialogue sequence was 
initiated 2 minutes and 51 seconds into the recorded observation, with Mrs. Dalton asking a 
student to read an idiom he had been given on a slip of paper. Her request for him to read it was 
made by her saying, “How about you, Sir?” Only part of the students who participated in this 
exchange were assigned pseudonyms because the rapid pace of the exchange sequence prevented 
the tracking of which students were talking.  Those who were not are referred to as Students 1, 2, 
or 3.    
Mrs. Dalton: How about you, Sir↑ 
Student 1: Uh│sour grapes.  




Carrie│do you know what sour grapes are↑ Anybody got a “sour grapes” 
idea↑  
What do you think↑ 
Student 2: Maybe it’s│like│something to do with sour 
Mrs. Dalton: Well│would that be literal or would that be not literal↑ 
Student 2: Not literal 
Mrs. Dalton: If I had a bunch of grapes│and I took one│and it puckered up big││ 
ooh, my eyes squeezed together││ 
that might be really that I’m eatin’ sour grapes││ Right↑    
But│what could it mean if it’s not the plate of grapes that I’m trying to 
eat↑ Garrett↑ 
Garrett: Um│like, it went bad↑ 
Mrs. Dalton: Could be││Wh-││What exactly were you thinking in your mind↑   
Garrett: Sour milk  
Mrs. Dalton: Oh│okay 
Student 3: Um│when you’re angry 
Mrs. Dalton: *Angry* Tell me more 
Student 3: Um│like│if someone’s mad because│like│when you’re sour│ you’re 
kind of  
 mad and upset 
Mrs. Dalton: Upset is a good word for you to use 
Sour grapes. Oh│ you are just disappointed││It didn’t work out the way 
you wanted it to│and your face just dragged down to your knees│  
Okay↑ Sour grapes││ 
Did you know that each of these idioms has a reason for coming to our 
language↑ 
  Now, think about it│Did somebody just one day wake up and say│“It’s 
raining cats and dogs”↑  
Students: No 
 
 In this exchange the first example of a response that decreased the press was employed 
when Mrs. Dalton asked the initial student, “Have you ever used that?” This question narrowed 
the line of questioning to a yes or no question but was still intended to extend the dialogue 
sequence because it was meant to engage the student in the dialogue. Yet immediately following 
the exchange, Mrs. Dalton attempted to gather responses from other students, allowing the initial 
students who were involved in the exchange off the hook. Allowing the students to disengage 
from the dialogue sequence was then followed by a sequence in which a student attempted a 




narrowed the line of questioning by asking, “Well, would that be literal or would that be not 
literal?” When the student answered this narrow question incorrectly, the teacher answered her 
own question.   
 
Synthesis of Findings for Research Question 2 
To determine how these elementary teachers used discourse patterns during literacy 
instruction in the elementary setting, the survey, interviews, and observational data were 
reviewed. Although the observations provided objective data regarding which discourse patterns 
were actually being put into practice, the survey and interviews provided insight into the 
practices that the teachers reported they were using.  
All of the teachers reported on the survey that they were using cooperative learning 
structures and teacher or student modeling, but only Mrs. McAllister reported that she was 
setting up structures that allowed for student-facilitated learning. Interestingly, Miss Cameron 
did not report that her classroom structures included student dialogue and discussion, yet it was 
identified in her classroom during multiple observation sessions.  
During the interview sessions, the two teachers with the constructing stance made 
comments coded as effective language with slightly greater frequency than Mrs. Dalton. Mrs. 
McAllister made the fewest comments about effective language, as her interview was focused on 
classroom routines and student assignments. This slight difference in the number of comments 
about effective language was not nearly as distinct as the difference in the number of times 
instructional language was used during the observations. Although the teachers with the 
constructing stance made comments about effective language during the interview with slightly 




instructional language more than twice as often during the observed sessions than the teachers in 
the receiving stance.  
Although every teacher discussed extended dialogue sequences, Mrs. Dalton talked 
primarily about teacher-guided sequences, and Miss Cameron talked mostly about student 
collaboration. Mrs. Pitts talked about teacher-guided and student collaboration in equal amounts. 
In practice, it was the constructing teachers who also had a greater number of codes indicating 
that they were extending the dialogue sequence through conceptual press discourse. However, in 
comparing the data collected during the interviews with what was actually observed, it was 
evident that what was reported was often not what was actually observed. For example, only two 
comments overall were made about modeling, although it was observed in every classroom and 
with particular frequency in the observations of the two teachers aligned with the constructing 
stance. Furthermore, teacher-generated inquiry was evident in every classroom, but inquiry was 
mentioned only once by each teacher during the interviews. By comparing the observation data 
with the interview data in this way, the only area that was consistent was specific teacher 
feedback. 
 
Research Question 3 
The findings of Research Question 3, “How do elementary teachers describe the 
instructional language and intended outcomes of the language they use during literacy 
instruction in the elementary setting,” were informed by the survey, the interview, and 







Three questions on the survey directly linked to how teachers described the instructional 
language they used during instruction. For example, Question 9 asked if they ever found that 
some students had a quite different understanding of a book than they themselves did. Three of 
the four participants chosen for observation indicated that some students had a quite different 
understanding of a book than they did. The three candidates who responded “yes” were asked 
how they responded to students when that happened.  
Mrs. Pitts simply said that she would “ask probing questions.” Miss Cameron’s response 
was essentially the same, but she was more specific in saying that she would “ask them to 
explain their thinking” and provide a next step to “try to connect to it in some way.” She added 
further detail by explaining that “many times, other students will understand the book in that way 
too.” Out of the three teachers who responded to this question, Mrs. Dalton was the only one 
who indicated that she would evaluate the response prior to asking the student for more 
information or to clarify his/her thinking.  Mrs. Dalton said that when a student shares an opinion 
about the text that is different from her own, she would “pause and contemplate a second or 
two.” She further explained that “what I say depends upon whether the response is plausible or 
completely off track.” If she were to judge that the student’s thinking was possible, she would 
then proceed much as Mrs. Pitts and Miss Cameron did and “ask a follow up question.” She said 
that “many of those questions are to ask why s/he thinks in that way.”  Mrs. Dalton said that she 
might “restate what I think s/he said” or she “may even say that I'd never thought of it that way.” 




differently about the text than she does, a response that I would expect only from someone who 
was firmly rooted in a receiving epistemological stance. 
Another question that directly linked to how teachers described the instructional language 
they use during instruction was Question 11, which asked what the teachers did or said when 
students disagreed with each other about a topic or an answer to a question. The responses 
provided by the four observed participants added further layers to the picture being painted of 
each of them. Again Mrs. Pitts’s response was quite simple, “It's okay to have different 
thinking.” In contrast, Miss Cameron’s response reflected her focus on extended discourse. She 
said that she would encourage the students to “talk about why we think the way we do.  How I 
came up with this answer and others came up with another answer.”  Mrs. McAllister’s response 
reflected her own focus on the material and curriculum. She said when that happens she will 
“remind the group that the most important thing is to be able to support/defend your thinking 
with the text you are reading.”  
Similar to her response to an earlier question, Mrs. Dalton was the only one who 
indicated that she would first evaluate the student response. She said that she “might find a part 
that has credence and respond with ‘you're partially correct and partly not.’” She went on to 
explain, “I deliberately use my own words and not those of the other student so that it would not 
appear that I'm choosing sides.  I also often say, ‘Think about...’” With her last comment, Mrs. 
Dalton implies that she does not value classroom debate. “If it's a ‘heated’ debate, I may put it on 
hold in order to finish any necessary points.  Then I'd speak to them together—just the two of 
them.” 
The final survey question that asked directly how teachers described the language they 




disagreed with her about a topic or an answer to a question. Mrs. Pitts did not respond to that 
question, possibly because it would be the same response as provided for Question 11: what she 
said or did when students disagreed with each other. Miss Cameron and Mrs. McAllister both 
indicated that their responses would be similar to students disagreeing with each other. Miss 
Cameron said that “unless it is something that has to be a certain answer, as mentioned above, 
we talk about why I think it is this answer and why they think it is their answer.”  Mrs. 
McAllister added that although she is the teacher she “likes to learn, too.” Although Mrs. 
Dalton’s response began with questioning and honoring differing thinking, much the same as 
Miss Cameron’s and Mrs. McAllister’s, her response indicated that the outcome of the 
deliberation would come to a different type of conclusion. She said that she would “agree to 
disagree or point out what about the disagreement is inaccurate.” This response implies that there 
is one accurate response and she would either appease the child who disagreed with her or would 
be compelled to correct his/her thinking.  
 
Interviews 
Teacher interviews were used to collect further data related to how elementary teachers 
describe the instructional language and intended outcomes of the language they use during 
literacy. During the interviews the teachers were asked questions: “What do you say to a student 
who made a sudden break-through in understanding of a concept being taught?” “What do you 
do or say when students disagree with you?”  For reasons that are discussed later in this section, 
Mrs. Dalton’s interview was much different from the other seven teacher interviews I conducted, 




understanding of the concepts being taught?”, as a way to redirect the interview toward the 
language she uses.  
Mrs. Pitts said that when one of her kindergarten students made a sudden break-through 
in understanding of a concept being taught, she made “sure to say specifically what it is that I see 
that I like. “What great voice in your writing.” Mrs. Pitts’s learning-focused response is a 
contrast to Miss Cameron’s and Mrs. Dalton’s responses to a sudden break-through in 
understanding, which took more of a celebratory tone. Miss Cameron said that if a child says 
“Oh, I just read that!”, she would respond with “You know, yeah, you did! That's awesome; let's 
do it again!" Mrs. Dalton explained a celebratory response that began much like Miss Cameron’s 
did, “Oh, I get all excited, ‘All right!’ You know it's some kind of um, over excitement probably, 
‘You know what you just figured out?’ And make a big deal about it.” However, Mrs. Dalton 
reported that at times her response extends beyond verbalized recognition for the student. She 
said that she will also use tangible rewards for academic success, “As part of my behavior 
system, I have a bead jar, and sometimes I'll say, ‘That is such a great answer, I need you to drop 
a bonus bead.’ If it's been in a group, I'll say, ‘In honor of Zak, we're going to drop in a bonus 
bead. Zak, go drop in that bonus bead.’”  
When asked what she does or says when one of her kindergarten students disagrees with 
her, Mrs. Pitts reported that she responds in a non-evaluative way that takes into consideration 
the developmental levels of her young learners. She said that  
sometimes I ask them why they think that way. And they all have so much to share at this 
age that sometimes their thinking can a little off the was. So I don't necessarily give them 
a value judgment on what they are thinking. I remain emotionless about it, but I just try to 





Similarly, Miss Cameron said she focuses on the varying experiences and development of her 
students as a possibility for having different opinions about what is being read; she said she likes  
to bring up the fact that all of us have—of course, this is hard in the moment because you 
are trying to understand what the objective is in the book—but we all have different 
background knowledge, we all have different experiences, we all have different schema 
on things. The students like to challenge; they like to say, “Well, that's not what I've 
read.” “Well, okay. Maybe we need to look it up.” I think it's important to allow them to 
know that  I don't know everything. 
 
In contrast, Mrs. McAllister’s response when students disagreed was less focused on 
developmental level or experiences and more focused on the learning outcomes. Mrs. McAllister 
provided an example of an exchange that could occur during a lesson on visualizing.  
 They’ll say, “Well, I took it like this...,” and they would actually go into the text, tell me 
 exactly their rethinking and then I'm like, “Wow, I can see your perspective on that text.” 
 And then we would talk about it. “Is it ok to have different perspectives as you are 
 reading? Did you understand the author's message even if you have a different picture in 
 your mind?” And that the answer is “yes” perfect. If you are waaaaay off task and not 
 understanding the author's message, maybe we need to rethink that picture that you were 
 seeing in your mind and understand where was the break down, was it the word, was it 
 the content, tell me. 
 
Mrs. Dalton provided a very different answer to this question that reflected a bit of her lack of 
self-efficacy when she reported that she would say, “I never thought of it that way,” and then she 
went on to comment that the statement “usually is very true.” 
 Mrs. Dalton was also asked how she would respond if a student in her third-grade 
classroom was not demonstrating an understanding of the concepts being taught. She said that 
she would “purposely partner a really sharp reader with a middle reader and, you know, to make 
it not like it’s this person is sitting here bored because this person can’t read it, but to find a 







Although current research (Mercer, 2002) has identified five categories of language that 
are effective (modeling, deliberation, inquiry-based instruction, conceptual press discourse, and 
non-evaluative feedback), just four of these were reflected in the teachers’ comments during the 
stimulated recall. All four teachers made comments about extended dialogue sequences that were 
either promoted through conceptual press discourse or involved student-student collaboration. 
Two of the four teachers commented on inquiry sequences. Two commented on specific 
feedback provided by the teacher, but only Miss Cameron commented on deliberation. Although 
modeling was observed in every classroom, it was not mentioned in any of the stimulated recall 
sessions, most likely because modeling was not included in any of the selected segments.  
Mercer (2002) asserts that to maximize the effectiveness of instructional language, teachers 
should have an awareness of both the instructional language being used and what is trying to be 
accomplished by using that language, a concept he termed “meta-awareness.” As I analyzed the 
data collected during the stimulated recall sessions, I realized that all the teachers commented, at 
least once, on what she wanted to do or could have done differently, so the data were coded into 
two categories: what the teacher actually did during instruction and,  upon reflection, what she 
said she would have done differently.   
I organized the stimulated recall data for Research Question 3 by the four categories of 
effective language, starting with extended dialogue sequences. Only Miss Cameron’s and Mrs. 
McAllister’s discussions are featured in this section because together they give a clear picture of 





The first example features the reflection on a successful structure that Miss Cameron put into 
place for promoting extended dialogue sequences during student-student interactions. Although 
this is the same selection that was used to address epistemological stance in Research Question 1, 
it is also a good example to use for Question 3 because of its relation to the reason certain 
instructional language was utilized.  
During Miss Cameron’s second stimulated recall session, she was asked to respond to the 
following cooperative learning structure that she put into place in her classroom (see Appendix I 
for a transcription key of teacher-student interactions).  
All right, remember when you are reporting Charlie and Kyle, you’re reporting for what 
your neighbor’s ideas were because that helps us practice our listening and that helps us 
understand what others are talking about, okay↑ 
 
Although it is common practice in elementary classrooms to allow the opportunity for 
partners to share their thinking, a process often referred to as “turn and talk,” most often the 
students then report to the group what they themselves shared with their partners.  But in Miss 
Cameron’s classroom, the partners do not report what they themselves shared with their partner, 
but what their partner shared. When asked about the process in the stimulated recall session, 
Miss Cameron said that  
this structure was something that I’ve done more in the later portion of the year because 
I’m big on sharing with your partner first and then sharing out because it makes everyone 
feel more comfortable. I feel like everyone is way more willing to share after they’ve 
already shared once with somebody else. 
 
Miss Cameron then went on to explain that she believes listening is a “skill that I thought they 
needed kind of more than anything. Through all subject areas, you need to listen to what your 




A somewhat less successful attempt at extended dialogue sequences also occurred in 
Miss Cameron’s classroom during the third observation. It was a shared reading experience using 
a version of “Goldilocks and Three Bears,” when 7 minutes and 43 seconds into the lesson, she 
began an exchange with one of her first graders. Unlike the first selection that was discussed, this 
selection did not focus on how Miss Cameron structured student-student interactions through 
partner sharing and discussion; this section focused on teacher-student interactions. In this 
selection Miss Cameron used a series of conceptual press discourse exchanges such as 
paraphrasing, requesting narrow clarification, and providing scaffolded follow-up questions to 
extend the dialogue and the thinking of one particular student. This particular selection was 
chosen for stimulated recall because during this extended dialogue, the cadence of the classroom 
discourse was noticeably different from the other sequences in this particular lesson.  
Evan: I think once he’s in the house │││ 
Miss Cameron: Uh-huh│││ 
Evan: The only thing that she would be liking to sleep in or sit on or eat in is 
the  
 baby stuff 
Miss Cameron: Yeah│she’s  
Evan: Because he’s│she’s like│“Oh, not the big bear’s one 
Oh│not the medium one 
Not the medium chair│not the highchair 
Oh│this one’s just right and then he sits and then she gets│ uses the 
baby stuff 
Miss Cameron: Okay│so she used│she ate the baby │ the baby’s porridge 
Now she’s using the baby’s chair, right↑  
Good│but why do you think it│why do you think that babies’ stuff is│ 
or kids’ stuff is the one that she’s picking↑ Evan↑ 
Evan: Well│because││I think because│like│they’re││like│the Papa  




 │││She didn’t really like it because the porridge is too cold and the 
other one was│like│too ││ the │ │too│ like │ cozy seat so she’ll never 
get out  
Miss Cameron: Right│││ 
Evan: So the baby bear’s stuff is│like│so good for him│││her because the 
  porridge was│││the Daddy’s bear’s stuff was very big 
Miss Cameron: Right│││ 
Evan: The baby’s bear’s stuff was│like│itsy tiny│so he was│││she was able 
to  │││because it was just right for the baby’s porridge│and it was just 
right  for the chair because it was so small. 
Miss Cameron: And is she big or is she small↑ 
Evan: She is big. 
Miss Cameron: *She is↑* 
Evan: Small 
Miss Cameron: Yeah│she’s a kid, too, right↑  
Yeah│she’s a kid│too│ just like the baby bear was a kid 
Evan: Yeah│just like us. 
 
I asked Miss Cameron to tell me about this selection when the student was talking and 
she changed the line of questioning. She explained that  she was trying to get him “to slow down 
and really think because his comprehension skills and his thinking are at a much higher level 
than he can communicate with you”; she mentioned that “after being with him all year” she 
could understand that verbalizing and summarizing were difficult for him. I probed further into 
this line of thinking and asked her to talk more about how being with him all year changed her 
discourse patterns with a student. She responded that  
in this situation, I could understand exactly what Evan was trying to say, but other 
teachers might not be able to figure that out, you know, or take him or ask the, the 
probing or, um, question, or the clarifying question to get him to where he needs 
to be. 
 
Although Miss Cameron provided reasoning for continuing the exchanges with this student for 




quite clear, this exchange did not appear to be as successful as the first in leading the students to 
an understanding of the text because even after the prolonged exchange, the student seemed to be 
mimicking Miss Cameron’s thinking and not contributing his own thoughts. 
The final example of extended dialogue sequence occurred during Mrs. McAllister’s 
second stimulated recall session. During this session, Mrs. McAllister reflected on her 
unsuccessful attempts to increase the level of extended dialogue sequences through student 
collaboration.  
Mrs. McAllister:  I wish that they would have been more engaged to have more of a 
conversation. It seems like I was waiting for a very long time, and 
then I just started talking…  
Julia Cloat: Um, thinking back now, you know we always think about what we 
could’ve done differently … 
Mrs. McAllister:  Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. 
Julia Cloat: What could you have said to maybe get them more engaged? Do you 
have any ideas about that? 
Mrs. McAllister: Yeah, I probably could have had them maybe write down questions 
afterwards that they coulda asked each other. Um, I do … I am really 
trying to teach the kids more of the turning and talking, so I know 
that this is probably new for them. I’d feel the same thing in all my 
other subject areas. Some of them talk really well, but then others in 
the group don’t. 
 
Mrs. McAllister clearly articulates what she wants her students to do and provides an example of 
a scaffold that could have helped facilitate the student-student interactions for which she was 
looking, but she ended the discussion with comments on the students’ ability to engage in 
dialogue that reflected a less developed epistemological stance. 
As mentioned, two of the four teachers commented on inquiry sequences. Both were the 
teachers who aligned with the receiving stance commented on during the stimulated recall. Mrs. 




students to reflect on their own thinking. In contrast, Mrs. Dalton’s comments on her use of 
inquiry were a reflection of what she actually did during her lesson.  
 During the third stimulated recall session, in which a section from the lesson on idioms 
during the third observed lesson was played back for Mrs. Dalton, she discussed her sequence of 
inquiry. This was the same section that was discussed Research Question 1, but is also included 
here for Question 3 because of Mrs. Dalton’s description of the language that she used and why 
she used it.   
Mrs. Dalton: All right│Evan│it’s your turn 
  Whatcha got↑ 
Brandon: Piece of cake 
Mrs. Dalton: Piece of cake 
 *Well│I like chocolate│How about it↑* 
Brandon: Yep 
Mrs. Dalton: Okay│have you used that expression before↑ 
Brandon: Mmm│yes 
Mrs. Dalton: Have you ever heard it in a sentence that wasn’t talking about a plate 
with a big ol’ piece of chocolate cake on it↑ 
Brandon: Yeah 
Mrs. Dalton: Ah│ 
 We gotta help Brandon out a little bit││ 
Jacob│what do you know↑ 
Jacob: Um│it is like the piece of cake where it is real easy 
Mrs. Dalton: Yeah│Oh│Real easy│  
 Okay│so do you see how our *not literal* is comin’ into play↑ 
 
After listening to this sequence, Mrs. Dalton said that  
it seems that I asked them looking for different types of responses. For instance, to 
Brandon, I asked a concrete literal question to see if he was coming around to “get it.” He 





Her perception is that she asked Brandon “a concrete literal question,” and, in fact, she did. 
Aside from her first question that was simply conversational and unclear, her actual questions 
asked if he had heard the expression before, to which he answered “yes,” and if he had heard the 
expression used in a way that was not a literal interpretation, to which he again answered yes.  It 
is quite likely that he, in fact, answered both of those questions accurately, but Mrs. Dalton’s 
interpretation was that Brandon did not understand the idiom “piece of cake” because he was not 
providing the meaning of the idiom “piece of cake,” even though her inquiry sequence never 
asked for the meaning.  
In contrast to the discussions about inquiry that involved only the teachers aligned with 
the receiving stance, the discussions about specific feedback involved only the teachers aligned 
with the constructing stance. During her second stimulated recall about a word lesson during 
which she was working with three of her kindergarten students on the short /a/ sound, Mrs. Pitts 
commented on both the specific feedback she actually provided to correct a student’s response 
and what she should have done differently, thus demonstrating her meta-awareness about the 
language that she was using.  
Similar to Mrs. Dalton, transcription of the lesson that was replayed for Mrs. Pitts and 
was addressed in the stimulated recall section for Research Question 1 was also used for 
Question 3 because of the comments that Mrs. Pitts made toward the end of the stimulated recall 
session. This particular section  
Mrs. Pitts: “Ant”  
  Okay│let’s tap it out 
  /a/│/n/│/t/ 
  Good│let’s write it 
  /a/│/n/│/t/ 




  Here, just stick with purple│ 
  There you go /a/│/n/│/t/│Good 
Cheyenne: I did all uppercase│well not all uppercase│just a little upper case   
Mrs. Pitts: Okay│let’s think of another one││/a/│/a/│/a/ 
   Can anybody think of another word that starts with /a/↑ Yes, ma’am 
Georgia: Um│“ant” I mean “uncle” 
Mrs. Pitts: Uh││that has a /u/│/u/│/u/│Let’s think of /a/ 
  Yes ma’am 
   Teacher begins new discourse sequence by calling on another child. 
 
After listening to this segment, I asked Mrs. Pitts about her response to the student’s error of 
saying “uncle” when asked for a word that started with /a/.  
Julia Cloat: You know you were asking for short “a,” and she said, “uncle.” 
Mrs. Pitts: Mm-hmm. 
Julia Cloat: Talk to me about your response to that. 
Mrs. Pitts: Um, I think she was thinking family-related. 
Julia Cloat: Mm-hmm. Right... 
Mrs. Pitts: Um, clearly, so I guess that was just my initial reaction as to . . . I . . . She 
prob-. . . I think she realized when she said it, uncle, that, oh, wait. That, 
that wasn’t . . . That didn’t have the “a” sound in there. So, I just ha- . . . I 
naturally just said, “it has a ‘a,’ ‘a’ at the beginning.”  
Julia Cloat: Mm-hmm. 
Mrs. Pitts: Um, so . . . yeah. Yeah. Sh- . . . Yes. That’s a hard thing to have them 
think of words that have sounds in them. 
 
In listening to this exchange Mrs. Pitts identified that she should have redirected the child’s focus 
from being family-related to the initial sound. This example of the use of specific feedback was 
not particularly successful, but it did provide Mrs. Pitts with an opportunity to engage in meta-
awareness and realize what she could have done differently.  Although Mrs. Pitts’s example of 
specific feedback was in response to the misconception of a specific skill, Miss Cameron’s 
example reflects her specific feedback to engage a reluctant writer.  
Teachers' responses to student participation during classroom discourse are an important 




seven minutes into the second observation, Miss Cameron was trying to engage a reluctant writer 
in the writing process.  
Morgan:             I don’t have anything 
Miss Cameron: I think you’re making a choice to do some││not do our best work right 
now│││ 
  Is that the choice we want to make, honey↑ 
Morgan:             I just don’t XXXX the butterfly observation 
Miss Cameron:  Yes you are│You observed ocean animals││You’ve observed our  
  mealworms plenty a times││││ 
  Let’s go back││Okay│Okay│ 
  Reading from Morgan’s written work, “Caterpillars are fascinating 
 creatures to learn about” 
  “Our caterpillars are cocoons”  
  “One fell│so he could not make it” 
  * It’s an awesome observation!* See│you can do an observation│Oh│ 
   look at this one 
 Morgan: Yeah│that││ but that was│that was││ that was only a really exciting o 
 one  
Miss Cameron:  Oh│I think yesterday was pretty exciting in here 
 He came out of his cocoon 
Morgan: Today a butterfly│││Today is a butterfly│butterflies│One’s│ 
  one’s│like│in the shade││One has│uh││││ 
Miss Cameron: We’re not sure what that word is 
  See│you observed him here│ 
  You observed him the last couple days││ 
  I’m gonna ask you to think about how they were moving because I know  
  they moved when you were over there 
  Okay│so I want you to think about that really hard  
and before we go  
Morgan:     They didn’t move at all 
Miss Cameron:            before we go to any  
   specials│I want you to have at least two sentences down│your topic  
   sentence and then your││how they moved 
   Okay↑ That’s our goal 
Morgan:  I only know a topic sentence 
Miss Cameron: Hmm││Let’s walk over│We’re gonna go look at ‘em real quick.  
 
During this stimulated recall, Miss Cameron also said that “celebrating the little things 
with the ones that have trouble has been the way that . . . usually gets them writing more.” She 




How else can we encourage a reader to read this?” and “If you were reading this writing, what 
would you want to hear? What would be the next thing that you would be wondering about?”  
An effective discourse sequence discussed during the stimulated recall sessions was deliberation. 
Although she never used the term deliberation, Miss Cameron was the only teacher who 
discussed how providing this structure allowed opportunities for students to support their 
reasoning and to disagree appropriately. She said that when you know that you are going to have 
to share your partner’s thought,  
you need to listen to what your partner says. Really think about it and then talk about it 
“Oh, I agree with that because of these reasons.” Or “I don't think so... I think it’s a tire, I 
think it’s an alligator because of these reasons.” . . . It gives them a chance to state what 
they’re feeling and then give the reasons why. 
 
She also shared that she believed “that the sharing has become more valuable that way and it 
forces them to listen to one another, and you kind of engage in that conversation more” and 
compared it to a typical turn-and-talk by saying that it is not just students taking turns and  
just saying “I think this.” “Well, I think this...” and then they will turn and look at me. 
Well, that's fine, they shared and that part of everybody's sharing has happened, but the 
discussion becomes that much more valuable when they have to report back what their 
neighbor says, and it became valuable because they did have the conversation and 
because their partner actually knows they’re listening.  
 
Furthermore, Miss Cameron mentioned that before beginning this process, she did not believe 
that it was required of her first-graders to know how to talk to one another; they would share 
their own thinking and then move on. Finally, she reported that students can share differing 
answers and not be disrespectful to each other.  
 
Synthesis of Findings for Research Question 3 
The findings of Research Question 3 demonstrate that the ways elementary teachers 




literacy instruction in the elementary setting were quite different. There was a clear distinction 
between the types of answers provided by the two teachers aligned with the constructing stance 
and the type of answers provided by those who were aligned with the receiving stance. Yet the 
distinctions were less of a clear dichotomy than a continuum or progression from one stance to 
the other.    
In describing specific instructional language sequences in their classrooms, the teachers 
most often talked about conceptual press discourse. Mrs. Pitts and Miss Cameron talked about 
the practices of asking probing questions, having students explain their thinking or give 
examples, making connections to what the students were saying, and comparing differing 
responses, and other ways to press students to engage in extended dialogue sequences. In 
contrast, Mrs. McAllister expressed the desire to press the students into extended dialogue 
sequences, but instead of responding to student ideas by leading students further and deeper 
along the lines of their own thinking, she provided wait time and ultimately shared her own 
thinking instead of eliciting conversation from her third-graders. Mrs. Dalton’s tactics for 
pressing a student conceptually seemed more developed than a strict receiving stance would 
warrant. She said that the language she used depended on the student’s initial response, and her 
response, to students she believed to be on track seemed appropriate, but she did not say how she 
would respond to those who are not on track.  
In talking about providing feedback to students, the teachers’ responses ranged from 
providing specific, non-evaluative feedback to feedback linked to extrinsic rewards. At one end 
of this range was Mrs. Pitts, whose comments were firmly rooted in the idea of giving specific 
feedback to children and of remaining neutral when students were sharing.  Miss Cameron, 




followed up with process-oriented feedback.  In contrast, Mrs. Dalton gave examples of using 
evaluative feedback to reinforce correct responses as well as examples of how she would use a 
tangible reward for a cognitive task.   
Miss Cameron was the only teacher who mentioned deliberation as a positive dialogue 
sequence and learning opportunity. Her assertion that “it's important to allow them to know that I 
don't know everything” was different from Mrs. Dalton’s response to students who did not agree 
about a topic or an answer to a question. There was a sense that Mrs. Dalton acted as the 
mediator among the students when they disagreed. She said that she may judge which part of the 
students’ responses is correct, deliberately using her “own words and not those of the other 
student so that it would not appear that I'm choosing sides.” Mrs. Dalton had put herself in the 
center of this student debate without building the capacity or the reasoning skills of the students. 
When she talked about students who disagreed with her, there was a similar sense that she was 
the keeper of the knowledge. Although she said that she would ask the students why they thought 
the way they did when a topic was up for debate, she went on to say, “I will agree to disagree or 
point out what about the disagreement is inaccurate.” 
Another type of instructional language commented on by most of the participants during 
the stimulated recall was the use of inquiry. Only Mrs. McAllister and Mrs. Dalton, who were 
selected because of their alignment with the receiving stance, commented on initial inquiry 
sequences. Mrs. McAllister mentioned questioning to encourage students to reflect on their own 
thinking; however, her sample questions limited rather than expanded the students’ thinking.  
Mrs. Dalton assumed that the students knew the actual information she wanted answered.  
Another part of Research Question 3 examined the intentional outcomes of the 




two desirable outcomes: the value of learning how to listen and furthering student 
comprehension. Similar to Miss Cameron, Mrs. McAllister showed her goals that were strongly 
aligned with the constructing stance when she said that she would tell her students “that the most 
important thing is to be able to support/defend your thinking with the text you are reading.” This 
perspective provided an example of how individuals can philosophically align with a more 
developed stance than what is demonstrated in practice. However, Mrs. Dalton’s comments 
about her goals for her students and how she gets them there were in alignment with her stance. 
She said that in an effort to assist a struggling student, she would “purposefully partner a really 
sharp reader with a middle reader” to “balance personality and reading level and in a way so that 
they can help each other through the text.”  
Through the synthesis of the findings related to Research Question 3, a clearer picture of 
the four primary participants of this study began to emerge through themes that were particular 
to each of them: Mrs. Pitts’s ability to adapt her teaching to the instructional purpose, Miss 
Cameron’s focus on the students’ self-efficacy, Mrs. McAllister’s emphasis of student materials 
and learning outcomes, and Mrs. Dalton’s belief in one correct response. 
 
Summary 
The findings from the study of the four participants who took part in all the stages of data 
collection for this study show how the distinctions of epistemological stance are not a 
dichotomy, but instead are a continuum or progression from one stance to the other. By placing 
the participants of the study on the continuum, it becomes clearer that their responses to the 
survey and interview questions, their instructional practices, and their shared reflections on their 




on a progression of developing epistemological stances. Figure 3 provides a diagram of this 
progression, and Chapter 5 discusses the continuum of epistemic development in greater detail. 
Also provided in Chapter 5 is further exploration of the themes that have emerged from the 
findings of the study, the implications of these findings, and recommendations for key 
stakeholders. Furthermore, the limitations of the study and the opportunities for future research 



















The purpose of this study was to examine how the epistemological stances of elementary 
teachers guide the intentional use of language during literacy instruction. This qualitative study 
used data collected through surveys, interviews, classroom observations, and stimulated recall 
from elementary teachers in a unit school district located in the far western suburbs of Chicago. 
This chapter includes the implications, recommendations for elementary literacy teachers, 
limitations of the study, and suggestions for future research. 
Three components merge to create the conceptual framework from which this study was 
viewed: sociocultural theory, epistemology, and cooperative learning structures. As I reflected on 
the findings of this study, I began to view the three components metaphorically working together 
much as do the components of a theatre. The sociocultural context is the theatre, which has many 
stages. Each stage in the sociocultural theatre is a different epistemological stance on which the 
actors—the teachers and students—perform. In other words, the sociocultural theoretical 
framework is the context of the classroom, and the teacher’s personal epistemology sets the stage 
for the degree to which cooperative learning structures are facilitated and teacher and students 
interact. Figure 4 depicts the metaphor in which the epistemological stage is set in a way that 
allows the teacher to provide opportunities for varied types of discourse. For example, the 
teacher may promote collaborative learning structures, patterns of inquiry that press students to 
deeper levels of thinking discourse and then provide non-evaluative feedback and the conclusion 




metaphor to the participants in this study, we may think of a class, such as Mrs. Dalton’s, in 
which the teacher’s epistemological stance may set the stage for the teacher as the primary player 
and the students interacting with her one at a time in a monologic dialogue. In a class such as 
Miss Cameron’s, the teacher’s epistemological stance may set the stage for cooperative learning 
structures were utilized to promote student-student interactions. In a class such as Mrs. Pitts’s, 
the stage is set differently depending on the lesson. 
 
 





Discussion of Findings 
Although the conceptual framework was woven throughout the study, in this section each 
of the three components that merged to create the conceptual framework are looked at in 
relationship to each one of the three research questions.  
 
Sociocultural Theory 
In an analysis of the data from the surveys, the interviews, and the stimulated recall in 
relation to Research Question 3, I was looking for information about the opportunities the 
teachers were providing for their students to create a sociocultural environment in which the 
students could collaboratively combine their experiences and schema to co-construct meaning 
(Dyson, 2008; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Mercer, 2002, 2005, 2008). When participants responded to 
the survey question about the instructional practices in which the students in their classrooms 
typically engaged during reading and writing instruction, I noticed that the use of effective 
instructional literacy practices was fairly consistent among the four participants chosen for the 
observations. However, after observing the teachers, I found that what they self-reported did not 
reflect the nuances of their practice.  
Although they may, in fact, have believed they were all using cooperative learning 
practices, the actual implementation was very different.  For example, in Miss Cameron’s 
classroom, the students were co-constructing knowledge as they shared their thinking with a 
partner and then were responsible for sharing each other’s thinking. In contrast, in Mrs. Dalton’s 
classroom the partners were copying figurative meanings of idioms out of an idiom dictionary, 




survey question may have shown that at the surface level, the teachers were using consistent 
instructional practices, but their personal epistemology was not necessarily reflected in their self-
reported practices.  
Mercer (2002) found that teachers who engage in meta-awareness are more likely to shift 
the focus of the instructional language from teaching to learning and lead to the explicit and 
intentional crafting of teacher language. In this study, stimulated recall was a key component of 
the data collection related to meta-awareness. During the stimulated recall session, teachers 
commented on the types of instructional language they employed, including orchestration of 
cooperative learning structures, the process of deliberation, inquiry methods, and the feedback 
they provided students as well as what they would have done differently.  
McElhone’s (2009) interview with a participant she called Rachel reminded me of 
stimulated recall sessions that I had with Mrs. McAllister and Mrs. Dalton. McElhone’s 
participant said that she wanted her students to apply the strategies she had taught them to 
deepen their comprehension of the text. McElhone reported that Rachel claimed, "I wanted to go 
deeper, and only just got stuck on questioning” (p. 201). McElhone’s conclusion was that Rachel 
was not aware that through the IRE sequence she employed, she was giving her students the 
message that "going deeper is not something we do in this classroom" (p. 202). In my own 
research, Mrs. McAllister and Mrs. Dalton shared similar frustrations with their students. They 
were both asking questions that either had one anticipated correct response or were rhetorical in 
nature, and like Rachel, they were unaware that their closed-ended questions could not possibly 
lead their students to any depth in thinking.  
In contrast to Mrs. McAllister’s and Mrs. Dalton’s lack of meta-awareness, Miss 




instruction. During Miss Cameron’s third stimulated recall session, she provided an interesting 
perspective of the relationship between language and thinking and how she facilitated a 
sociocultural learning environment in her classroom. During that session she talked about how 
she would have responded to one of her first-grade student’s comments differently earlier in the 
year. This is consistent with Gee’s (1990) assertion that members within a social structure, such 
as a classroom, cultivate accepted norms and values through which they establish ways to use 
language, to think, to interact, and to engage each other. Researchers use either the term 
“intertextuality” (Gee, 1990; Gee & Green, 1998; Mercer, 2008) or “intercontextuality” (Bloome 
et al., 2005) to illustrate the construction of relationships over time in a given setting that 
ultimately leads to a context used in future interactions as a “cultural resource” (Gee & Green, 
1998, p. 132). The intercontextuality established by the social structure of Miss Cameron’s 
classroom created a social language that allowed Miss Cameron to navigate intentionally the 
discourse during the spring in a way in while she would not have been able to use earlier in the 
school year.  
 
Cooperative Learning Structures 
Promotion of intellectual growth is best done through collaborative learning structures in 
which students are allowed to work together and help one another think through an activity 
(Bandura, 1994; Mercer, 2002).  Based on studies by Bandura and Johnston et al. (2000), 
opportunities provided in the classroom setting for students to work together and support one 
another through the learning process were identified through the observations of literacy 
instruction conducted in this study. Gee (2004) acknowledges difficulties in representing 




“discourse analysts can change the contextual frame of utterances to bring out new meanings – 
ones that may change how we think about certain issues” (p. 31). Yet Mercer (2008) states that it 
is a mistake for researchers to try to create distance between themselves and the viewpoints of 
the subjects. For this study, my own viewpoints on the subject were woven in through the 
conceptual framework, yet still retained the validity of the utterances by recording, transcribing, 
and coding complete discourse sequences instead of isolated exchanges.  
In reviewing the data collected from the survey, the interviews, and the observations to 
examine the actual discourse patterns used during the observed periods of literacy instruction in 
the elementary setting, I was looking primarily for discourse patterns that promoted collaborative 
learning structures. To do so, I used an observation protocol, a type of “systematic observation” 
(Mercer, 2005, p. 142) in which the discourse moves were first tallied and categorized during 
observations of instruction and then divided by the total number of utterances in that session to 
determine the frequency of each type of discourse move. The resulting data capture each 
teacher’s dominant discourse pattern. Mercer (2010) warns against the use of coding systems that 
align discourse into categories unless they are balanced with the use of qualitative analysis. To 
create this balance of data, both the system for coding and categorizing data using the protocol 
and a system to represent verbatim transcripts were used.   
The observation protocol was adapted from McElhone’s (2009) protocol (see Appendix 
H) and was used during the coding process. Certain patterns and observations emerged from this 
process, including the ineffective questioning techniques on the part of both Mrs. McAllister and 
Mrs. Dalton, the extensive use of conceptual press on the part of Miss Cameron, the significant 
change of discourse pattern to match task on the part of Mrs. Pitts, and a surprising amount of 




Soter et al. (2008) assert that "productive discussions are structured and focused yet not 
dominated by the teacher” (p. 389). During the second observation period, Mrs. McAllister 
promoted an extended dialogue sequence with her class, but the questions that she used to guide 
the instruction asked the students to anticipate why the teacher was concerned about one of the 
characters in the book the class was reading. Just as Eeds and Wells (1989) and Soter, et al. 
suggest, Mrs. McAllister was promoting prolonged student-student discussions; however, it 
would have been more effective if she had asked the students what they themselves thought 
instead of asking them to guess what she was thinking. This line of questioning does not match 
Jennings and Mills’s (2009) ideal of the teacher’s role “in deliberately orchestrating a complex 
discourse of inquiry with young learners" (p. 1587). 
Although much has been written about what Shepherd (2010) calls the continued 
"ubiquity of triadic dialogue" (p. 13), the traditional triadic sequence was not as common during 
the 12 observations conducted during this study as I had anticipated. The notable exceptions 
were both in Mrs. Dalton’s room, where two out of the three observations showed an extended 
pattern of the triadic sequence. Although Allington and Johnston (2000) found that more 
effective teachers engage in “lots of constructive teacher-student exchanges” (p. 4), Mrs. Dalton 
seemed to rely on the traditional framework of teacher question, student response, and teacher 
evaluation. This pattern could have been broken if she had provided replies to student responses 
that were targeted to tease out their misconceptions and lead them to understanding through a 
process that Boyd and Rubin (2006) call contingent questions and  McElhone (2009, 2012) calls 
conceptual press discourse.   
The quantitative portion of McElhone’s (2009) study indicates that in classrooms where 




offering hints and narrowing open-ended questions to make them easier, students scored lower 
on the comprehension achievement measure and rated their affective and cognitive engagement 
lower. These findings parallel the observations conducted in my study, as the pattern of reducing 
cognitive load was not observed in the constructing teachers’ classrooms but was observed in 
Mrs. McAllister’s and Mrs. Dalton’s classrooms.  
McElhone (2009, 2012) also found that teachers who tended to use a pattern of talk that 
reduced the cognitive load also tended to use high conceptual press discourse infrequently. This 
was not consistent with my study, as Mrs. Dalton used conceptual press discourse to extend the 
dialogue sequence and to shorten it with nearly equal frequency. The difference may be 
accounted for by the coding processes. Although my coding protocol was adapted from 
McElhone’s, I found the need to add codes, including one to indicate that the teacher repeated 
the student response.  I coded this as a type of conceptual press discourse because although the 
repetition did not push “students further along the trajectories of their own thinking” (p. 2), by 
repeating the student response, the teachers were both validating what the student said and 
making sure the other students heard it and stayed engaged. I noticed this discourse pattern being 
used most frequently in Miss Cameron’s and Mrs. Pitts’s classrooms, but I was unsure if this was 
because of their teaching style or because of the young age of their students.  
As mentioned, a vast amount of research supports the value of extended dialogue 
sequences and student collaboration (e.g.,, Chinn et al., 2001; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Johnston, 
2012; McElhone, 2009; Mullin, 2011; Webb, et al., 2009); it is also common for reading experts 
such as Allington (2002) to comment on the need for "the capacity of classroom teachers to 
provide expert, exemplary reading instruction" (p. 740) to improve student achievement. Durkin 




comprehension instruction in third- and sixth-grade classrooms. Instead, she found that large 
parts of the observed periods were spent on giving, completing and checking assignments. 
Before the completion of my data collection, it was my intention to contrast these 35-year-old 
data with current knowledge and practices about explicit teaching through sociocultural 
methodologies, yet based on the lack of instruction I observed in some classrooms, it seems that 
these 35-year-old data still represent common practices. Just as Durkin observed in 1978, a large 
part of the observed period in Mrs. Dalton’s classroom was spent on conducting assessment 
through teacher questions and giving, completing, and checking assignments. In addition, I also 
noted the vast amount of time spent on giving directions and focused on materials.  
As mentioned in Chapter 2, effective strategies such as modeling and teacher talk 
function best when combined with student-student interaction (Mercer, 2002). During the current 
study, direct instruction was used either prior to student-student interaction or to clarify 
misunderstandings after the interaction. Of the observed participants, Mrs. Pitts used direct 
instruction the most frequently and the most effectively. She adapted how she used direct 
instruction depending on the content of the lesson and used direct instruction most commonly 
during skills-based lessons, such as phonics, and less often during a comprehension lesson.  
Mrs. McAllister and Mrs. Dalton used direct instruction much less frequently and missed 
many opportunities to utilize direct instruction to clear up student misconceptions. Both Mrs. 
McAllister and Mrs. Dalton conducted prolonged lines of questioning that ineffectively 
attempted to glean desired information from students when it would have been more effective to 
discontinue the inquiry sequence and provided direct instruction. This was especially apparent 
during the third observation of Mrs. Dalton’s class when she continued an ineffective inquiry 




Mercer (2002) suggests, when it became clear the students did not know the meaning, she should 
have discontinued the sequence and provided the information through direct instruction.    
 
Epistemological Stance 
Feucht (2010) explains that Vygotsky’s (1978) work on sociocultural development 
frames the understanding that epistemology is not a static belief but a viewpoint about 
knowledge and the acquisition of knowledge that can grow, develop, and even vary, depending 
on the content and the context. Few studies examine the personal epistemology of elementary 
teachers (Feucht, 2010; Johnston, et al., 2000); however, Figure 5 shows a continuum of 
epistemic development that is based on the work by Ahola (2009) and Feucht (2010) and was 
confirmed by the findings of this study. The personal epistemologies of teachers are subject to 
change and on this continuum, levels of epistemic development become increasingly 
sophisticated as they progress from left to right. Although instructional practices do not always 
align with personal epistemology, particularly among early and pre-service teachers, they 
become “internally more consistent with increasing teaching experience and can be advanced 
with interventions” (Feucht,2010,  p. 69). Moreover, Feucht asserts that teachers who are further 
developed on the continuum are more receptive to even greater epistemic development and are 
less resistant to educational reform.   
Figure 5 is labeled with terms from the literature on personal epistemology that were 
mentioned in Chapter 2 and describe the developmental model as a progression of levels, 
including absolutist, multiplist, and evaluativist (Ahola, 2009; Feucht, 2010). The figure shows 
how the objectivity of the absolutist level and the constructivism of the multiplist level are 




The goal at the absolutist level is not to consider each opinion as correct but to allow the 
learners’ assertions to be evaluated and judged (Ahola, 2009). Teachers at this developmental 
level promote learning activities in which knowledge is co-constructed and dependent on the 
context in which it is created (Feucht, 2010). To review how the participants of this study aligned 
with the progression of these three levels, I discuss each in turn, beginning with the most 
sophisticated level.  
 




Both themes that emerged during Mrs. Pitts’s interview and the lessons that were 
observed in her classroom clearly communicated a sophisticated epistemological stance. At 
times, Mrs. Pitt’s comments and lessons were aligned with the multiplist level, and at others, 
they were aligned with the absolutist level. During her interview, she commented that students 
can build understanding together and that academic achievement can be obtained through hard 
work and focus on student growth instead of on fixed goals or standards. These comments, along 
with her promotion of learning activities in which knowledge was co-constructed during the 







(synthesis of other two levels, 
referred to as constructing in 





the absolutist level was also reflected in Mrs. Pitts’s interview response about the need to teach 
the standards. She also asked a number of initial questions with one anticipated correct response 
when the observed lesson was either word work or a lesson about organizing facts in a Venn 
diagram.  Overall, Mrs. Pitts’s epistemological stance was determined to be at the evaluativist 
level because her approach to learning was dependent on the content of the lesson.  
At the multiplist level, the learning objective for students is to construct their own 
personal understanding of the content, and each conclusion drawn by students is considered to be 
equally correct (Feucht, 2010). Miss Cameron’s data communicated an alignment more toward 
the multiplist level than that of Mrs. Pitts. Miss Cameron’s responses on the survey and during 
the interview and stimulated recall sessions reflected an acceptance of divergent thinking and 
multiple answers. Miss Cameron’s expectations of and goals for her students focused on the 
child. During her interview, she said that her expectations during independent literacy time were 
to build the self-efficacy of her first-graders through collaboration.  
However, Miss Cameron’s personal epistemology is not completely rooted in the 
multiplist level because not all conclusions drawn by students were considered to be equally 
correct. This is evident because Miss Cameron described the use of collaborative grouping as a 
way to assess formatively the students’ understanding and noted that she frequently provided her 
first graders with evaluative feedback. Yet observations of Miss Cameron’s lessons did not 
demonstrate Mrs. Pitts’s level of adaptation to the content of the lesson. Although Mrs. Pitts’s 
instructional approach was much different during a strategy-focused lesson FROM a skill-
focused lesson, Mrs. Cameron’s approach was consistent throughout the observed lessons 




Some of Mrs. McAllister’s comments on the survey, during the interview, and during 
stimulated recall communicated an alignment with the multiplist level. For example, Mrs. 
McAllister said that having a different idea or opinion is what makes learning fun and 
commented that it is acceptable for students to disagree with her because she likes to learn too. 
Although these few comments are indications that all opinions are equally valued and equally 
correct and align Mrs. McAllister with the multiplist stance, the majority of Mrs. McAllister’s 
data reflected the simplistic absolutist level.  
At the most simplistic level, absolutist knowledge (referred to in this study as the 
receiving stance) is viewed as objective. At this level, the learning objectives for students involve 
the acquisition of knowledge from the teacher in a passive manner and only one conclusion 
about any given concept can possibly be correct (Ahola, 2009; Feucht, 2010).  Mrs. McAllister’s 
comments about what an observer would be likely to hear during student-student interactions 
were focused on objective goals and tasks for her third-grade students. Similarly her pattern of 
demonstrated learning objectives for her students involved an acquisition of knowledge.  
Discourse sequences in Mrs. McAllister’s classroom frequently involved two types of initial 
questions. She asked either rhetorical questions that were actually her sharing her thinking or 
questions with anticipated correct responses.   
Of the participants involved with this study, Mrs. Dalton was clearly the teacher with the 
most simplistic level of personal epistemology.  Mrs. Dalton’s data reflected the idea that there is 
one correct answer and that when divergent thinking is shared, corrective feedback is given. Her 
observations and comments did not reflect a belief that knowledge is co-constructed. In fact, 
Mrs. Dalton stated that she would not get into a debate with a student and that at times the 




referred to students as “knowers” and those who do not “get it.” Mrs. Dalton’s stance is seen to 
be one that approaches learning as a student receiving objective knowledge, and therefore 
absolutist, because of her focus on activities and tasks. In practice, she used extrinsic rewards for 
correct answers, providing a focus on teacher approval and goal obtainment instead of student 
growth. Her discourse patterns during two of the three observations were extended triadic 
sequences, but during the third observation she did not use any instructional language. All of the 
teacher-student exchanges during that entire observation were either to provide directions or to 
correct student behavior.  
In examining the personal epistemologies of the teachers who participated on this study, 
it was clear that they were aligned with varying points on the continuum. Additionally, the 
epistemic developments of Miss Cameron and Mrs. McAllister show that there can be a 
progression even within the same level.  
 
Implication of Findings 
Upon reflection on of the totality of the data collected, it is clear that each of the teachers 
in this study possessed a level of epistemic development—varying from person to person; 
however, this pattern was not evident from just the survey data collected for the sample 
selection. The inconsistency between the survey data and the complete body of data parallels 
Ahola’s (2009) consideration that in research involving epistemology, production measures such 
as interviews and open-ended questions give lower measures of epistemic development. This 
means that in my study, teachers may have recognized effective constructivist practices in the 
survey before they were given the chance to articulate them in the interview. Furthermore, they 




were able to produce them in practice. The simple method used to assess the epistemic 
development of the teachers based on their responses on the survey did not provide a complete 
picture of their personal epistemological stances.  
Another observation in comparing my findings to those from similar studies was one 
point made by McElhone (2009) that did not match either the reviewed literature (Ahola, 2009; 
Cimpian, et al., 2007; Dweck, 2006; Feucht, 2010; Johnston; 2012) or the findings of my study. 
McElhone asserts that although talk is the fundamental tool for instruction, it does not have to 
“embody a teacher’s epistemological orientation perfectly consistently” (p. 206) in order for 
students to view learning at least partially through that stance. She claims that students could 
make sense of, and adopt, their teacher’s personal epistemology even when the teacher’s 
instructional language only partly aligned with the stance. Although all McElhone’s other 
findings paralleled my own findings, this particular finding troubled me until I realized that 
perhaps McElhone did not consider the possibility of the absolutist level, which allows teachers 
to match their instructional language with the content of the lesson. McElhone may have seen 
inconsistency and decided that it was not in alignment with the teachers’ stances, when it may, in 
fact, have been the sophisticated synthesis of the objectivity of the absolutist level and the 
constructivism of the multiplist level. The teachers in her study may have been making decisions 
to approach the learning either through the co-construction of knowledge or direct instruction, 
depending on the content being taught. 
McElhone (2009) also found inconsistency between the self-reported stance of her 
participant, Rachel, and the stance that aligned with her discourse patterns during instruction.  
McElhone wondered if the inconsistency was caused by Rachel’s unwillingness to release the 




focused on the co-construction of knowledge. In my study, there were similar inconsistencies 
between the self-reported stances and the discourse patterns used during instruction of both Mrs. 
McAllister and Mrs. Dalton. Mrs. Dalton, in particular, reported tactics for pressing a student 
conceptually that seemed more sophisticated than a strict receiving stance would warrant. She 
said that the language she used depended on the student’s initial response and gave an example 
of a response that she believed was an appropriate way to respond to students who were on track, 
but she did not say how she would respond to those who were not on track.  
In reviewing the data, I also gave a great deal of thought to the influence the context of 
the grade level had on the type of language being used. The two teachers who were identified as 
being aligned with the constructing stance were both primary teachers, and the teachers who 
were aligned with the receiving stance were both intermediate teachers. Traditionally, 
intermediate teachers tend to have a greater focus on content and are more prone to a lecture-
style of instruction, so when reflecting on the four primary participants, I had to wonder how 
much influence grade level might have had on the teachers’ epistemologies, yet the interview 
data from the four participants who were not included in the classroom observations did not 
follow this pattern.  
Overall the implications of the findings means that the self-reported practices of teachers 
may be inconsistent with actual practices. Teachers are likely to be able to recognize or even 
articulate effective constructivist practices before they can actually apply them to their 
instructional practice. Furthermore, observing one type of lesson may cause observers to arrive at 
false conclusions about a teacher’s epistemic development because at the highest level, the 
evaluativist level, the teacher is making instructional decisions based on the content of the 




to have a lower level of epistemic development than what may have been discovered if multiple 
and varying lessons had been observed.   
 
Recommendations for Practice 
Although Tirri et al. (1999) propose the significance of investigating the relationship 
between teachers’ thinking and the language that teachers use in the classroom setting, few 
studies have linked the teacher’s personal epistemology with the intentional use of teacher 
language. Examining the link between personal epistemology and instructional language is vital 
because, as Gee (1996) asserts, the use of language in the elementary classroom establishes the 
students’ understanding of “different ways of knowing, different ways of making sense of the 
world of human experience” (p. 59). Furthermore, Hofer (2004) explains that the epistemological 
stance of students is an ongoing process of development and that teachers may influence this 
development in multiple ways. Therefore, students who have experienced the process of being 
given information are more likely to believe that literacy abilities are gained through being given 
information, and students who have experienced the process of constructing information through 
cooperative learning structures are more likely to believe that literacy abilities are gained through 
discourse (Johnston et al., 2000).   
Kuhn and Weinstock (2002) assert that society needs to “work toward creating the kind 
of society in which thinking and judgment are widely regarded as worth the effort they entail” (p. 
139). Based on the findings of this study, valuing thinking and judgment over memorization and 
facts most logically begins in the educational setting through the epistemological stances of 
teachers and students. The following recommendations highlight ways in which teachers, 




epistemological stance in the educational setting, promote meta-awareness among teachers, and 
encourage the intentional and effective use of instructional language.  The recommendations are 
organized by stakeholder groups, including in-service teachers, administrators, professional 
development providers, and preservice teachers.   
 
In-Service Teachers 
Feucht (2010) states that “teachers with more advanced epistemic beliefs are more 
receptive to epistemic development and less resistant to educational reform” (p. 69). This was 
seen in my own study when, during a stimulated recall session, Mrs. Pitts demonstrated the use 
of professional reflection and growth. Of the participants involved in the study, Mrs. Pitts had the 
greatest epistemic development, yet her response showed that her personal epistemology was 
continuing to grow in sophistication. Feucht also believed teachers’ epistemic beliefs would 
influence both the instructional practice within the classroom environment and the epistemic 
development of students. The personal epistemologies of children play an important role in their 
learning because, as Schommer-Aikins (2002) found, children with a less sophisticated 
epistemological stance would not attempt difficult tasks, but children with a more sophisticated 
stance will attempt difficult tasks multiple ways and show persistence. To develop the epistemic 
levels of children, Kuhn and Weinstock (2002) recommend a climate in which discussion and 
deliberation are valued and understood by the teacher. Therefore, it is recommended that in-
service teachers engage in meta-awareness to facilitate their epistemic development. Doing so 
has the potential to make teachers less resistant to educational shifts that are required by the 




Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) and could help them find greater value in the role 
of classroom discussion and deliberation.  
Although the value of discussion and deliberation have been well established in the 
research (e.g.,, Eeds & Wells, 1989; Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002; Mullin, 2011; Soter, et al., 2008), 
my findings, as well as those of Hadjioannou (2007), found that authentic discussions are not the 
norm in classrooms. Chinn et al. (2001) provide one possible reason for the rarity of authentic 
dialogue in the classroom setting. They claim that teachers want to be in control of the dialogue 
and that they are concerned about student interruptions. Their findings showed that a substantial 
amount of the teachers’ language is used to control behavior and that teachers are likely to 
discontinue the opportunities for discourse if a discourse structure provides too many 
interruptions.  
I did find that to be true of the classrooms observed for my study, especially in Mrs. 
Dalton’s classroom, where the language used during the entirety of observation was related to 
behavior and giving directions. While there were plenty of student-student and student-teacher 
interactions during that observation, there was not any of the type of language needed to increase 
comprehension and/or student achievement. In order to see those types of gains, it is 
recommended that teachers engage their students in inquiry patterns that begin with authentic 
questions and ask contingent questions that increase the conceptual press (Boyd & Rubin, 2006; 
McElhone, 2009, 2012; Murphy et al., 2009: Nystrand et al., 2003). 
A final recommendation for in-service teachers involves deliberation, a discourse 
sequence that I did not witness during the entirety of my study. Research shows that children 
need to practice deliberating, consider alternative viewpoints, and provide evidence for their own 




2008). As mentioned earlier, the epistemic development of children is best fostered in a climate 
in which deliberation is promoted (Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002). At minimum, teachers need to put 
into practice the Common Core State Standards for speaking and listening, which require  
students as young as kindergarten to participate  in “collaborative conversations with diverse 
partners” (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010, p. 24).  
 
Administrators and Professional Development Providers 
 As mentioned in Chapter 2, a teacher’s instructional practices in literacy influence the 
students’ academic achievement (e.g., Chinn et al., 2001; Murphy et al., 2009; Nystrand et al., 
2003; Soter et al., 2008; Zimmerman, 1990), so it stands to reason that it is in the best interest of 
all stakeholders that resources be put toward developing the instructional language of teachers 
(Mullin, 2011). The demands on teachers are many, and it is likely that time pressures on 
teachers limit the frequency and quality of student interactions (Black, 2004).  Therefore, much 
of what is recommended for in-service teachers must be valued and supported by administrators 
through professional learning, support, and evaluation.  
To have the greatest effect, professional learning should be differentiated, imbedded, and 
ongoing. Therefore, building administrators should also participate in professional learning 
related to the practice and evaluation of instructional language, possibly with a commonly used 
tool to evaluate instructional practices, the Danielson (2007) Framework. Component 3b of the 
Danielson Framework addresses questioning and discussion techniques and qualifies a teacher as 
“distinguished” (p. 41) if the teacher allows the students to formulate questions, initiate topics, 




Allowing students to formulate questions and make contributions without the teacher 
being at the center of the discussion aligns with the recommendations of researchers such as 
Oliveira (2008) and Johnston (2004). Although the shift of the power structure from teacher to 
students is the ideal, it was not observed in my study or in the reviewed research (e.g., Eeds & 
Wells, 1989; Johnston, 2012; Mullin, 2011) as a common practice. Shifting the power from 
teacher to student gives students greater control over when to speak, how long to speak, and what 
to speak about, ultimately leading to deeper comprehension and being able to think critically 
(Chinn et al., 2001). To facilitate discourse in this way, teachers need to learn how to ask 
contingent questions to press students to deeper levels of cognition and to intentionally avoid 
evaluative feedback (Boyd & Rubin, 2006; Johnston, 2004; McElhone, 2009; Oliveira, 2008). A 
starting point for this professional learning can be facilitated through studies of books, such as 
Johnston’s (2004) Choice Words, or article on mindset. Because changing language patterns is 
the same as changing any habit, extended learning should provide teachers with scenarios and 
opportunities to practice the newly acquired inquiry and feedback. Tools such as Fountas and 
Pinnell’s (2013) prompting guide even provide teachers with sentence stems to be used while 
teaching.   
Jennings and Mills (2009) recommend professional development for teachers to become 
active inquirers of their own classroom practices. Although I agree that professional reflection is 
valuable, I do not consider it to be enough to change common practices. Targeted differentiated 
professional development needs to be provided for teachers so they are able to put into practice 
the features from the Danielson (2007) Framework that would promote their questioning and 
discussion techniques to the level of distinguished. Furthermore, administrators need to be 




toward that level of practice.  This type of professional learning can be provided for teachers first 
through a discussion that compares evidence and opinion so the teachers are fully aware their 
administrator’s observations are based on non-biased evidence rather than personal opinions. As 
a next step, facilitators of professional development can guide the teachers through the Danielson 
Framework one domain at a time by comparing the characteristics of basic, proficient, and 
distinguished teaching. Finally, the teachers should use rubrics from the Danielson Framework to 
evaluate a learning experience either by watching videos of instruction or by informally 
observing other teachers.   
 
Preservice Teacher Preparation Programs 
There are special considerations and recommendations for pre-service teachers who are 
in the early stages of learning the craft of teaching. Although pre-service teachers were not a part 
of my study, I do believe that the findings of this study have implications for their professional 
growth. Although experts on epistemological stance such as Feucht (2010) and Wells and 
Claxton (2002) have differing opinions on the epistemic development of pre-service teachers, it 
is apparent that there are approaches to help to facilitate their epistemic development.  
Feucht (2010) asserts that “pre-service and novice teachers are less consistent with the 
practices that align them with one particular epistemological stance” (p. 69). Although Wells and 
Claxton (2002) do not claim that teachers with less experience are less consistent, they argue that 
less experienced teachers have a less sophisticated epistemological stance and that novice 
teachers can adopt the practices and outlooks from those with more experience. Wells and 
Claxton recommend expediting the process of developing the epistemology of a novice teacher 




collaborative structures such as professional learning communities or by involving newer 
teachers in professional development to establish and develop their leadership skills. For 
example, novice teachers could attend a retreat or professional conference with more 
experienced teachers so they can engage in the type of professional collaboration that promotes 
the co-creation of new learning. This theory was confirmed in McElhone’s (2009) study, which 
established a link between curricular content and epistemological stance of the teacher. She 
found that teachers who do not have mastery over content may find greater comfort in the role of 
“primary knower” (p. 205).  
In my own study I found a link between curricular content and epistemological stance 
that was similar to McElhone’s (2009) findings. During the sampling process of my study, two 
teachers, Miss Meeks and Mrs. Perry, took the survey and were interviewed, but because my 
methodological design called for the participants of the observations to be as far on the epistemic 
continuum as possible, Miss Meeks and Mrs. Perry were not selected for observations. Just as in 
Feucht’s (2010) findings, Miss Meeks’s and Mrs. Perry’s survey and interview data showed 
inconsistencies between the instructional practices and epistemological stance. Based on Wells 
and Claxton’s (2002) theory and McElhone’s findings, a possible cause for their inconsistency 
may be their lack of mastery over the curricular content. Miss Meeks was a first year teacher, 
and although Mrs. Perry was a veteran teacher, it was her first year teaching a new grade level.  
More research and a greater focus on this topic would be the first step in raising the 
awareness of universities that train pre-service teachers. The second step would be to link the 
findings of this study and others similar to the Danielson (2007) Framework and the Common 
Core State Standards (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of 




by many districts around the country. Furthermore, pre-service programs should allow for 
student-teaching experiences that are as long as possible so the pre-service teachers have 
extensive opportunities to participate in joint activities with their cooperating teachers. They 
should also be placed with cooperating teachers who have a firm footing in their given curricular 
area or grade level and who have been shown, through an evaluative tool such as Domain 4 of 
the Danielson Framework, to have a level of meta-awareness that allows for professional 
reflection on the consistency between personal epistemology and practice.  
 
Limitations 
The following factors related to the sample potentially limit the transferability of this 
study. All of the teachers who were observed were White and female and taught students who 
lived in suburban and rural areas. As mentioned earlier, another limitation could have been the 
grade levels represented in the sample. Because the participants were selected based on their 
personal epistemology, the specific grade level the participants taught was not a factor in the 
selection process. As a result, the two participants whose stances trended toward the receiving 
were both third-grade teachers and the two whose stances trended toward the constructing were 
both primary teachers. It is not clear how much the difference in the language the teachers used 
was caused by context of the grade levels they taught.  
An unanticipated limitation was the benefit that further data collection related to student 
achievement after the observations could have provided. Although the data I collected during 
observations paralleled the quantitative portion of McElhone’s (2009) study, I was not able to 




discourse (as McElhone did) because I had not anticipated the need to collect achievement data 
after the observation sessions.  
Another limitation was caused by my position in the district. As mentioned earlier, in my 
role as assistant principal, I evaluated teachers in two of the four elementary schools in the 
Welton School District. Although the sampling process was designed to minimize the perception 
that my observations for this study would be evaluative by not including teachers I evaluated in 
the sampling process, during the data collection period, I was asked to accept an administrative 
position at Perry Elementary for the following school year, thereby increasing the possibility that 
the participants may have been concerned about my role in the district and causing them to 
perform in an unnatural manner. 
Erickson (1986) contends, “There are no pure inductions” (p. 140), and the first potential 
bias I brought to the study as an observer-as-participant was my assumption about the language 
teachers use during instruction. Although the research clearly shows that the language a teacher 
uses can increase the students’ achievement and enhance the learning itself (Dweck, 2006; 
McElhone, 2009; Mullin, 2011), at the onset of the data collection I did not believe this specific 
and direct teacher language was commonly reflected in the practice of elementary teachers. The 
limitations of this study have opened up opportunities for further research on this topic, which is 
discussed next.  
 
Suggestions for Further Research 
 There is great potential for future research on discourse in the elementary classroom.  
Because there are few studies on the role of the teacher in promoting the co-construction of 




study to confirm its findings (Mercer, 2005, 2010; Webb et al., 2009). As noted throughout this 
document, further empirical research on discourse in the elementary classroom during literacy 
instruction has the potential to increase the understanding of effective language and lead to the 
application of effective instructional discourse and an increase of teachers’ awareness and 
intentional use of instructional language to promote the growth of student learning and prepare 
them for the 21
st
 century.  
Johnston et al.’s (2000) study of the relationship between epistemological stance and 
instructional language was conducted in the same grade levels. In a future study I would like to 
confine the sample to include teachers at the same grade level. Collecting data with that 
additional layer of control would help to confirm Johnston et al.’s finding that it is the teachers’ 
epistemological stances that are influencing the teachers’ discourse patterns rather than the 
context of the grade level.   
Because of Gee and Green’s (1998) research on cultural resource, I intentionally chose to 
collect my data during the second semester of the school year and to conduct the observations as 
late in the school year as possible. My research design yielded some interesting results related to 
intercontextuality, particularly Miss Cameron’s comments on her intentional navigation of 
discourse during the spring versus earlier in the school year. Yet I see a potential for future 
research that includes data collection over the course of the entire school year. A case study in 
which classroom observations are conducted during the first days of school, again in the late fall, 
and finally in the spring could focus on how the language develops and changes the social 
structure of one elementary classroom.   
McElhone (2009) suggests future research on the relationships among teachers' content 




great potential for a research study of that sort, specifically through comparing teachers who 
have various amounts of experience. A future study may include a sample of a teacher who has 
been teaching the same grade level or content for five or more years, a novice teacher, and a 
teacher who has five or more years of experience but is new to the content or grade level. The 
research design could include data to compare the dialogue patterns of the three teachers with 
various levels of content mastery. Research that establishes a relationship among a teacher’s 
content knowledge, experience, and epistemological stance has the potential to influence hiring 
and placement decisions for administrators.   
Although it was outside the boundaries of this study, it would be worthwhile to look 
further into what influences the personal epistemologies of teachers. Bendixen and Rule (2004) 
developed a theoretical model to explain the processes of epistemic belief change by integrating 
theoretical empirical work from the field of educational psychology, and the opportunities to 
study the practical applications of this theory are ripe. Future studies could include a model to 
develop personal epistemology through what Feucht (2010) calls “epistemic doubt” (p. 62), 
internal processes of epistemic change, and intrapersonal factors such as colleagues, 
administrators, and/or professional development. 
 
Conclusion 
Wells and Claxton (2002) assert that the future can guide educational thinking about the 
type of skills and qualities present-day students need to inhabit the type of world the future will 
bring.  That future requires that children are prepared to be able to identify problems and to 
persist in solving them in multiple ways, to be able to think divergently, and to be able to engage 




mutual construction of a common knowledge is valued. My study examined the how the personal 
teachers’ epistemological stances influence the language that is used in the process of the co-
construction of making meaning.  
As I synthesized my findings on the instructional language used by the participants in this 
study with the literature already written about epistemological stance, I came to a few 
unexpected conclusions. I realized that epistemological stance is not a dichotomy between 
viewing learning as either receiving knowledge or as constructing it. I went from believing that 
Mrs. Pitts’s and Mrs. McAllister’s data showed inconsistencies in the type of language they used 
to believing that the four teachers in this study were at varying points on an epistemic 
continuum. Furthermore, I fully realized that their stances were not fixed but could be developed 
and guided through professional collaboration and learning. Mrs. Pitts’s interview and her 
observational data made me realize that, just as students need to persist in solving problems in 
multiple ways, teachers must learn to promote learning in multiple ways by varying the language 
they use depending on the context in which it is created. Teachers need to experience 
professional development opportunities to learn collaboratively and to examine and hone their 
epistemic stances. 
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As part of my dissertation, I am conducting a survey about your experiences with language usage 
during reading and writing instruction in the elementary setting.  Your input is needed to make 
this study a success.  
 
One week from today I will ask you to take an online survey using Google Forms. This survey 
will take approximately 10 minutes to complete, and your responses will be kept confidential and 
will not influence your teacher evaluation in any way.  
 
You will be given time during the institute day to complete the survey. I value the feedback that 
each one of you can provide. Thank you so much for the time that you spend on this survey so 
that I can have complete and valid feedback.   
 
Thank you for your time and participation.  




































I am conducting a research project titled The Power of Words: The Intentional Use of Language 
to Frame Interactions in the Elementary Literacy Classroom as a part of my doctoral studies at 
Northern Illinois University. The purpose of the study is to provide an understanding of how 
elementary teachers use effective instructional language to frame interactions in the elementary 
classroom during literacy instruction.  
 
I am asking you to participate in a survey about your experiences with language usage during 
reading and writing instruction in the elementary setting.  Your input is needed to make this 
study a success. This survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete, and your 
participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or prejudice. If you 
have any additional questions concerning this study, please contact Julia Cloat at 815-895-3051 
or Dr. Elizabeth Wilkins at 815-753-8458. If you wish for further information regarding my 
rights as a research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois 
University at 815-753-8588. 
 
The intended benefits of this study include the potential for personal professional growth through 
future professional development in the district as well as a contribution to the body of knowledge 
on instructional language used in the elementary setting.  
 
Please note that there are no potential risks you could experience during this survey and all 
information gathered during from this survey will be kept confidential by using pseudonyms and 
by making sure records and documents will be secured.  
 
The consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or 
redress you might have as a result of your participation and your completion of this survey 
implies your consent to participate. 
 
Thank you for your time and participation.  








1. What is your name? 
_______________________________________ 
 








3. In which school do you teach? 
 _____Keating Elementary 
_____Anderson Elementary 
_____Perry Elementary 
_____Knox Overstreet Elementary  
 
4. What is your primary role in the school setting? 
_____Classroom Teacher 
_____Cross Categorical Teacher 
_____RtI Reading Coach  








5. Which of the following instructional practices do the students in your classroom typically 
engage in during reading and writing instruction? (Check all that apply.) 
 _____Cooperative Learning 
 _____Teacher or Student Modeling  
 _____Guided Practice 
 _____Independent practice 
 _____Student Facilitated Learning 
_____Small Group Instruction 
 _____Student Dialogue and Discussion  
      _____Direct Instruction (lecture style) 
      _____Other        
 
6. Do you get a chance to hear your students talking about reading or writing?  




7. (Only respond if answer to question 6 was ‘yes’) 
In which of the following situations do you typically get to hear your students talking about 
reading or writing? (Check all that apply.) 
 _____One-on-one conferences 
 _____In Collaborative Groups 
 _____During Student Modeling  
 _____During Guided Practice 
 _____During Small Group Instruction 
 _____Through Student Discussion  
      _____Other        
  
8. What kinds of things do you hope to hear students say when you hear them talk about 





9. When talking about a book in class, do you ever find that some students have a very different 











10. (Only respond if answer to question 9 was ‘yes’) 
How do you respond to students who have a very different understanding of a book read in 























































I agree to participate in the research project titled The Power of Words: The Intentional Use of Language 
to Frame Interactions in the Elementary Literacy Classroom being conducted by Julia Stearns Cloat, a 
doctoral student at Northern Illinois University. I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to 
provide an understanding of how elementary teachers use effective instructional language to frame 
interactions in the elementary classroom during literacy instruction.  
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to participate in an interview that 
will take 15 minutes. Interview questions will include information about my teaching experience, my 
typical literacy instruction, the language that I am likely to use during literacy instruction, and about my 
beliefs about learning (e.g., “When your students finish this school year, what do you most hope to have 
accomplished?”) 
I also understand that I may be selected to participate in three classroom observations of 45 minutes each. 
These observations will be conducted during the literacy block and the sessions will be audio recorded. 
The instructional language used during the time will be transcribed as will the student responses. These 
transcriptions will then be coded to determine the type of language used during instruction.  
 
After each observation, I will be asked to participate in a process called, stimulated recall, during which 
the audio recording of selected discourse sequences will be replayed in order to promote professional 
reflection on the language used during the lesson and the thought processes that lead to the language that 
was used during the observation. This final data collection process will take approximately 10 minutes to 
complete for each of the three observations.  
 
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without penalty or 
prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may contact Julia Cloat at 
815-895-3051 or Dr. Elizabeth Wilkins at 815-753-8458. I understand that if I wish further information 
regarding my rights as a research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern 
Illinois University at 815-753-8588. 
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include my personal professional growth as well as a 
contribution to the body of knowledge on instructional language used in the elementary setting.  
I have been informed that potential risks I could experience during this study do not include any 
discomforts other than would be experienced during a typical classroom observation. I understand that all 
information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by using pseudonyms and by making sure 
records and documents will be secured.  
 
I understand that my consent to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights 
or redress I might have as a result of my participation, and I acknowledge that I have received a copy of 
this consent form.  
 
Signature of Subject, Date 
I understand that my voice will be audio recorded during the interview, observation and stimulate recall 
portions of this study.  
 
 
Signature of Subject, Date




















Dear Parent or Guardian: 
 
Your child/ward is invited to participate in a research study titled, The Power of Words: The 
Intentional Use of Language to Frame Interactions in the Elementary Literacy Classroom being conducted 
by Julia Stearns Cloat, a doctoral student at Northern Illinois University.  
The purpose of this study is to look at how the beliefs an elementary teacher has on learning 
influence the language that the teacher uses during instruction. Your child's/ward's participation in this 
study will last for three classroom sessions of 45 minutes each and will be audio recorded. He or she will 
be asked to participate in the classroom just as he or she normally would and his or her interactions with 
the teacher and/or other students may be captured on the audio recording.  
 Because your child/ward will not be doing or experiencing anything that is not part of his or her 
normal school day, there are no foreseeable risks and/or discomforts your child/ward could potentially 
experience during this study.   
The benefits your child/ward may personally receive from participating in this study will come 
from the professional learning that his or her teacher may experience through conversations about 
instructional language used in the elementary setting.  
Your consent to allow your child/ward to participate in this project does not constitute a waiver of 
any legal rights or redress you or your child/ward might have as a result of participation in this study. 
Information obtained during this study may be published in scientific journals or presented at scientific 
meetings, but that any information which could identify your child/ward will be kept strictly confidential 
and pseudonyms for all students, teachers, schools and the district will be used.  
   Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to allow your child/ward, as 
well as his or her assent to participate will not negatively affect you or your child/ward. Your child/ward 
will be asked to indicate individual assent to be involved immediately prior to participation, and will be 
free to withdraw from participation at any time without penalty or prejudice.  
Any questions about the study should be addressed to Julia Cloat at 815-895-3051 or Dr. 
Elizabeth Wilkins at 815-753-8458.  If you wish further information regarding your rights or your 
child's/ward's rights as a research subject, you may contact the Office of Research Compliance at 
Northern Illinois University at (815) 753-8588.  
 
I agree to allow my child/ward to participate in this research study and acknowledge that I have 





Signature of Parent/Guardian Date 
 
 
I understand that my child/ward’s voice may be audio recorded during the observation portions of 





______________________________________                _____________________________________ 
Name of child      Signature of Parent/Guardian, Date 




























Assent from the individual elementary students will be obtained immediately prior to the 
subjects’ participation in the classroom observations and in addition to the written consent of a 
parent/representative. The assent process will be oral and will be conducted by using the 
following script:   
Good morning (afternoon). My name is Mrs. Cloat and I am a student at Northern Illinois 
University.  I am working on a research study and would like your help. A research study is a 
way to learn more about something. I would like to find out more about how what teachers 
believe about learning affects the language and words that they use when they teach.  I am here 
today because I would like to learn more about the work that you do in your classroom with 
(teacher’s name). By listening to the things that you talk about and the words that you use, I’ll be 
able to learn more about how teachers chose the words that they use to help elementary students 
learn.  
You were selected to help with my research study based on a survey that (teacher’s name) took 
and because I wanted to learn more about the work that you do here together. (Teacher’s name) 
has allowed me to join you in your classroom three different times including today, for about 45 
minutes each time. If you agree to join this study, you will be asked to just act like you normally 
would in class.   
While I’m here I will be recording what (teacher’s name) says.  Your voice may also be recorded 
as you talk to her (or him) or to each other.  I will also be taking a few notes about your 
classroom. These notes will help me remember details about the time that I spend in your 
classroom.  
If you agree to join this study there isn’t anything bad that could happen to you. You do not have 
to join this study and have your voice recorded. It is up to you. You can also okay now and 
change your mind later. All you have to do is tell us you want to stop. No one will be mad at you 
if you don’t want to be in the study or if you join the study and change your mind later and stop.  
Before you say yes or no to being in this study, I will answer any questions you have. Also, if 
you join the study, you can ask questions at any time.  
Students will be allowed time to ask questions.  
Is it ok if I begin to record?   
Thank you 
If any child(ren) indicates no, then the recording device will be paused when/if the child speaks 






















I am here today as a student at NIU. I want to assure you that my role as an administrator in our 
district has no part in our conversation and nothing that you say to me will be used in any part of 
the teacher evaluation process.  
  
I will be using my iPhone to record our conversation. Recording our conversation will help me to 
remember later what you said because I can't write fast enough to get it all down. No one else 
will listen to the recording and I won't use your name on any part of the study. Is it okay with 
you for me to record our conversation? Do you have any questions before I turn the recorder on? 
 
Background 
Tell me a little about your teaching experience.  
 
Literacy Instruction 
Now, would you walk me through a typical day of your literacy block.   
  
Classroom Climate 
Describe the climate of your classroom.  
 If you had your ideal class, what qualities would it possess?  
 How do the students interact with each other? 
 
Instructional Language 
If I were to observe the interactions in your classroom, what am I likely to hear? 
 What do you say to a student who made a sudden break-through in understanding of a 
concept being taught?  
 What do you say to a student who was not demonstrating an understanding of the 
concepts being taught? 
 Do you get a chance to hear your students talking about reading or writing? In what 
situations? What kinds of things do you hope to hear kids saying when you hear them 
talking about reading and writing?  
 
Epistemological Stance 
 When your students finish this school year, what do you most hope to have 
accomplished? 
 What are the most important things you do in literacy instruction to accomplish these? 
 How can you tell when you have achieved them? 
 When talking about a book in class, do you ever find that some students’ have a very 
different understanding of the book than you do? What do you say to the students when 
that happens? 
 What do you do or say when students disagree with each other about a topic or an answer 
to a question? 








 Is there anything else you wanted to say about your teaching, your students, or your 
classroom before we wrap up? Or anything else you wanted to have the chance to say? 
 Do you have any questions that you would like to ask me?  
 
 Thank you so much for your time. This information is really interesting to me and really 
helpful for my study. I have down that you were willing to have me come to observe your 
literacy instruction. Is that still all right? I will contact you about setting that up within 
















STIMULATED RECALL PROTOCOL ADAPTED FROM CLARK & PETERSON  





I am here today as a student at NIU. I want to assure you that my role as an administrator in our 
district has no part in our conversation and nothing that you say to me will be used in any part of 
the teacher evaluation process.  
  
I would like to play back parts of your lesson as a way help you remember the lesson, 
particularly what was said. Then we will talk about each section that we listened to. I will be 
using my iPhone to record our conversation. Recording our conversation will help me to 
remember later what you said because I can't write fast enough to get it all down. No one else 
will listen to the recording and I won't use your name on any part of the study. Is it okay with 
you for me to record our conversation? Do you have any questions before I turn the recorder on? 
 
 Tell me how you came to the decision to say…. (I will quote what teacher said during the 
recorded segment.) 
 What particular objectives did you have in mind at this point? 
 Did the students respond in the way that you expected them to? 
 Did any student reactions cause you to act differently than you had planned? 
 Were you thinking of any alternative actions or strategies at that time? 
Closing Statement 


















OBSERVATION PROTOCOL ADAPTED FROM McELHONE 




Code Discourse Sequence Explanation Examples of Utterances 
DI Direct instruction Explaining concepts or 
providing examples 
“Author’s purpose is the author’s 
reason for writing. Examples of 
author’s purpose are to persuade, 
inform or explain.” 
M Modeling Teacher or Student models a 
skill or strategy for the class, 
a small group, or another 
student.  
“Listen to me read this passage, 
then tell me what you notice 
about how I read it.” 
S Scaffolding Teacher or student connects 
previous knowledge to new 
learning or provides 
analogies, or metaphors to 
facilitate new learning 
“Last week we learned that 
author’s sometimes write so that 
they can inform their readers 
about a topic, today we’re going 
to learn about a different purpose 
for writing.”  
I Initial question Starting point of a topic or 
line of discussion 
“What do you think the author’s 
purpose was in writing this 
book?” Who has some thoughts 
about what you just read?” 
I Gather more 
responses (from other 
students) 
Lets initial student “off the 
hook” or curtails the 
interaction. Reduces the press 
on the initial student by not 
asking her to think further. 
(considered a new discourse 
sequence) 
“Who else?” “What else” “Can 
someone help Alex?” 
I Repeat own initial 
question 
(considered a new discourse 
sequence because teacher is 
initiating a new sequence with a 
new individual instead of 
expanding on what was said 
during previous sequence) 
“What do you think the author’s 
purpose was in writing this book?” 
“Who has some thoughts about 
what you just read?” 
I Clarify own initial 
question or type of 
answer sought 
There is a sense that the teacher 
realizes the initial probe was 
unclear. 
“What I’m looking for is…” “What 
I’m trying to ask is…”  
CPD Paraphrase student 
response 
Paraphrases or repeats student 
responses or records students 
response on chart or board 
“so you said Charlie was a mean 
character.” 
CPD Narrow initial 
question 
Makes question easier, reduces 
press, takes away an 
opportunity for thinking 
“Is it A or B?” 






CPD Hint at the answer Takes away some of the 
challenge. Requires less thinking 
from students. Reduces press. 
“It was the character who wore the 
green coat and talked a lot in the 
story.” “It has something to do with 
the way the words look on the 
page.” 




that is incorrect 
Not correcting behavior “Are there really polar bears in 
California?” “So polar bears actually 
live in a very cold climate, in the 
Artic.”  
CPD Does that make 
sense? 
Responding to student 
statement or answer. Tone may 
imply either that the student’s 
idea does or does not make 
sense, or may be neutral.  
 




More than a paraphrase of 
student response 
 
 “When you were talking, I 
noticed that you made a 
connection between two texts.” 
“So you were inferring that Jean 
doesn’t like Sarah using clues from 
the text.”  
CPD Broad clarification of 
student response. 
Emphasis I son accessing 
student’s meaning. 
“What do you mean?” 
CPD Narrow clarification of 
student meaning 
Emphasis is on accessing 
student’s meaning.  
“Do you mean X or Y?” 
“Do you mean {word}?” 
CPD Pinpoint In some cases presses student 
to be precise in their thinking ad 
articulation of ideas. In other 
cases follows a “guess what’s in 
my head” trajectory. 
“How can you say that in your own 
words?” 
CPD Ask student to put 
idea in their own 
words 
Presses student to think further 
by asking them to process the 
idea and articulate it in their 
own words. 
“How can you say that in your own 
words?” 
CPD Ask student to explain 
their strategies 
Presses student to be 
metacognitive. 
“what are you going to do next?” 
“How will you figure this out?” 
“How did you figure that out?” 
CPD Other scaffolded 
follow up questions 
Presses student to take the next 
logical step in pursuing either 
the teacher’s or the student’s 
ideas.  
 
CPD Request elaboration Presses student to think further 
along the trajectory of their own 
thinking/interpretation. 
“Say more about that.” “What does 





CPD Request examples Intended to illustrate student’s 
own point. Presses student to 
think further, in more precise 
specific terms. 
“Can you give me an example?” 
CPD Request reasons  “Why?” 
CPD Request evidence  “How do you know?” “Where did 
you see that in the text?” 
CPD Press student chose to 
answer or make an 
attempt; instruct 
other students to give 
student chose the 
chance to think. 
 “Give it a try.” “Try again.” “Let him 
think for a minute.”  
E/F Evaluate Evaluates the correctness or 
quality of student response. 
“Okay” not included here when 
clearly acting as a placeholder 
(similar to “Ummm”). 
“Good!” “That’s right!” “Okay.” 
E/F Interesting Expressing interest in a student 
S ideas. More conversational 
than evaluative. 
“Interesting.” “Wow.” “I agree. I 
like shape poems, too.” 
E/F Dispute student 
response 
 “No.” 
D Directions Teacher gives directions related 
to tasks or use of materials (not 
behaviors). 




















BLOOME’S TRANSCRIPTION SYMBOLS 






↑     = rising intonation at end of utterance 
XXXX     = undecipherable 
Stress 
│     = short pause 
│││     = long pause 
     = interrupted by the next line 
 
Γ Line 1    = overlap 
L Line 2 
 
Vowel+    = elongated vowel    
*            = voice, pitch, or style change 
*Words *   = boundaries of a voice, pitch or style change 
Nonverbal behavior or transcriber comments for clarification purpose 
Student     = unidentified student speaking 
Students   = many students speaking at once 
 
